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· Stories and
Prose Forms

POET PARTY
Ann Hemenway

The poets descended on Glasscott College. Throughout the week, poets-had begun
reading, pontificating in classes, but the only students who knew about it were those
who belonged to the "artsy crowd," the writing students, the drama majors, and
the strange day-smocked creatures who sat at potters' wheels in the large glassed-in
art studio. The rest of the students, the majority, knew nothing, but trotted blithely
from class to class, from bar to bar, beer and band to fraternity cocktail party, never
realizing that wit, culture, and desperation blew around them like snow.
Elaine suspected something the week before when Anton Bradley, her poetry
teacher, seemed less disheveled and hungover in class. It seemed as though he was
saving up for something.
Elaine took poetry on the insistence of Sheila, ' 'I know you could be a poet,
Elaine, I know you could. Take Poetry Workshop I, and you'll have Anton. He's
wonderful," she glowed, "wonderful. He's such a poet."
Anton was indeed a poet, although his actual poetry itself, the words on the
page, were incomprehensible to Elaine. Elaine realized two things after the first
class: that she was not a poet and that Anton Bradley was undoubtedly a poet,
because, above and beyond anything that was published in Poetry Magazine, he
looked like a poet.
His large blue eyes gazed grief-stricken beneath thick waves of prematurely
greying hair. His face, too, was prematurely grey, grey with too many nights of
wandering unconsoled through unlit streets, grey with too much Scotch early in the
morning as he wrote.the violent metaphors that littered his poetry, metaphors that
Elaine didn't understand, and, she suspected, neither did Anton.
Anton would sit in class on the floor next to the coffee table in the lounge
where all the writing classes were held for informality, and pull Lucky Strike after
Lucky Strike out of the pack beside him. He smoked with his whole body. The
cigarette would be lit immediately, and he would inhale with relief, with hunger.
His entire body seemed to curl around the cigarette and slide into his lungs with the
smoke, and when he talked the words and smoke mingled and swirled around the
students and would rise to the ceiling and hang there.
Usually, he had a stubble on his chin, but the week before Poet's Week, as it
came to be called, he was shaved and vaguely alert. He asked if they were going to
the readings next week, "You, ah, might go to, ah, possibly one or two," he said,
the smoke billowing around his face.
Elaine decided halfway through Poet's Week that she would go to the reading
that was taking place that night. The poet, Mitch Maddox, had sat in on her class
that day, and the class had discussed the things that made them sad.
"Old T.V. shows," Elaine mumbled to the floor, not to anyone, certainly not
to the class, who had discussed old photographs, bag ladies, and shuffling old men.
Mitch Maddox, who had been sitting on the couch next to her, turned her
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sharply and said, '' ~y God, my God, me, too, and I never knew it. '' He looked at
her, bearded and solemn.
She looked back at him. He was about her height and she could look him right
in the eye. "Father Knows Best," she said.
He nodded, frowning, ''Mr. Peepers.''
"Timmy and Lassie," she nodded with him.
He stopped nodding, put a hand to his mouth and said through his fingers ,
"My Friend Flicka."
"You know what really gets me-not the shows so much," Elaine said, "it's
the theme songs. The theme songs really depress the hell out of me."
Mitch took a matchbook out of his inside jacket pocket and a pen from his outside jacket pocket and scribbled on the matchbook.
Elaine didn't try to see what he was writing. Poetic privacy, she thought, it
would be rude. She decided then that she would go to his reading, although she'd
never heard of him before. It was the least she could do.
She went by herself. Louisa wasn't interested in contemporary poetry. "If John
Donne was readin', or even Alexandah Pope, ah' d go, but who the hell has heard
of Miyu tch Maddox? " she said, brushing her hair, "' Go and cayu tch a fallin' star,
Get with chahld a mandrake root ... ' Ah put that in mah high school yeahbook.''
Sheila, of course, would be there, but would sit with the staff of Blue Ravine,
and Elaine didn ' t want to sit with them, so she sat by herself, wondering what
you ' re supposed to do at a poetry reading-laugh, cry, snap your fingers like they
did at chapel? Before the reading began, she looked around at the people. There
were forty or so, but they were hard to count because the room was large and
shaped like a movie theatre and the walls were carpeted so that it wouldn't echo.
The red carpeting sloped down from the large glass doorways in tiers, like an inverted wedding cake, and the listeners sprawled on the tiers. A podium was pushed
up against the far wall in the center, and in its place stood a table with a plastic pitcher and glass on it. Elaine looked around at the audience, bored, and counted the
bluejeans. Thirty pair of bluejeans, two denim skirts, and about seven pairs of corduroys.
Mitch Maddox strode to the center of the room, holding the tallest glass of
whiskey and water Elaine had ever seen. He was small-very small-in a flannel
shirt and blue jeans and heavy boots. He looked like a miniature lumberjack. The
audience quieted down and he began to read, except he didn ' t read; he strode,
stomped and swaggered in front of the table, clenching his fist at the audience and
booming poems in a thunderous voice-poems about his father , about his dog,
about a rock, which Elaine assumed symbolized something, hut she wasn't sure
what. She stared at him intently. Was that what she was supposed to do? Was she to
titter at a funny part, hang her head at a sad part, smile wanly at a poignant part?

She glanced around her. To her left and down one tier, Sheila had her arms wrapped
around her legs and her head rested on her knees as she stared unblinkingly at the
poet, who had sauntered in front of her. The boy next to Sheila sat Indian style,
looking into the space between his legs, shaking his head. Elaine looked back at the
poet, who had moved again, in front of her as she looked down on him. Did she im-
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agine that he looked straight at her as he gulped his whiskey between poems? She
looked to her right. Next to the aisle, where the tiers multiplied into steps, she saw
a boy lying on his back with his eyes closed. That looked like a good idea. She
stretched her legs out in front of her, leaned back against the step above her, and
closed her eyes. Mitch Maddox's words, images, and sonorous tones rolled like pebbles up her toes, legs, chest, and forehead. She didn't have to listen at all; she just
had to pretend she was listening, and if a particular sentence happened to roll in her
ear, she would smile or wince or something.
"I'd like to dedicate this next poem to my friend Anton Bradley," the poet
said in between swallows of whiskey.
Elaine popped open her eyelids and slid her eyes over to Anton. He sat on the
other side of the aisle on the end of the row, chin in hand. Since class that day, his
face had sagged and his eyes had retreated into their sockets. He looked as if he had
finished the bottle that Mitch Maddox had started. As Mitch recited his poem about
snow, or midgets, or gargoyles or whatever, Anton's face didn't move. It was as
though he could feel the eyes on him, the eyes (two of which were Elaine's) that
glanced from him to Mitch and back again.
The dedication to Anton ended the reading and the listeners got up, stretched,
and a few of them wandered down the large steps to the table to talk to the poet,
who stood leaning against the table, holding a fresh drink and looking relieved.
Elaine hesistated for a moment, thinking perhaps she should go down and talk to
him, but she didn't know what to say to him. Nice job? Good show? I liked the part
about the dog? She decided against it and began leaping up the tiers to the doorway
when Sheila grabbed her in mid-leap, "Aren't you going to the party?" she asked.
' 'Whose party?' '
'' John Malcolm is having a party for all the visiting poets. Come on. Jimmy'll
give us a ride. It'll be fun. Good conversation."
"No, I've got an eight o'clock tomorrow. I can't go out and party. No, I'd like
to, but I can't,'' Elaine said, pulling away from Sheila.
Sheila grabbed her arm again, "It's only nine o'clock. Come on, Elaine. You'll
probably never have another chance to talk to these people again. Come on,'' she
coaxed.
Elaine relented, insisting that they'd have to leave early, and she wasn't going
to drink anything.
They pulled in front of John Malcolm's house in Jimmy's Skylark convertible. It
was snowing and the winding road down the hill was slippery. The car had skidded a
few times, bumping its left back wheel into the curb, while snow filtered into the car
from the crack above the top of the windshield where the convertible top latched onto it. John Malcolm lived in the bottom floor of an old stone house that sat halfway
down the hill into town. When they got inside, Elaine saw poets and students standing in clusters-a group of five around the record player waving cigarettes and
drinks, another group semi-circled around the window at the far end of the living
room, a woman who dressed like a student in a sweatshirt, but who had a lined

poet's face, pointed, drink in hand, index finger extended, as though she was
shooting the snowflakes and using alchohol for ammunition. One small group stood
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stranded in the middle of the oriental rug. Beneath their voices the record player
plunked out a folk song. It was the first party at college that Elaine had been to in
which the music didn't swoop around your words and snatch them from your lips,
causing you to scream "What?" at the person next to you.
Elaine, Jimmy, and Sheila stood in the small dark hallway peering into the living
room. A man in a Prince Valiant haircut and unbuttoned shirt appeared. and then
disappeared out of the hallway with Elaine's coat.
"My cigarettes," she said.
"What about your cigarettes?" said Sheila.
'' My cigarettes are in the pocket of that coat and he just walked off with it.''
"You shouldn't smoke anyway," said the man in the Prince Valiant haircut,
reappearing at her elbow.
Who is this man? Elaine thought. Why hasn't Sheila introduced me, or doesn't
she know either? She wanted to sidle in, clinging to Sheila, hiding her face against
Sheila's arm, and slide against the walls until she was miraculously in some kind of
brilliant conversation. But Sheila didn't move or speak, and neither did Jimmy,
whom Elaine didn't know anyway, and who had remained silent during the ride
down here, occasionally stroking his goatee.
"We all have our vices, John," said Sheila, kneading her hands together.
He's the host, thought Elaine, the heavenly host, and she nearly leaped on him
with relief. It occurred to her that without her cigarettes she would be forced to
bum other people's, which as anyone who had ever smoked and been in a strange
place without cigarettes knew, it forced you to talk to somebody. If you saw a handsome man smoking, you could unobtrusively approach him and ask for a cigarette
and then wrack your brains out trying to cook up something else to say. Elaine
wondered if Mitch Maddox smoked. She hadn't seen him smoke in class, but it
seemed that at parties even non-smokers smoked.
"I'm John Malcolm," said Prince Valiant, smiling down at her and taking her
elbow.
"This is your party," said Elaine, wanting to crawl somewhere between Sheila
and Jimmy.
"I know Sheila and Jimmy, but I don't know you," he said, his grin getting
wider.
He's licking his chops, she thought. "I'm Elaine Le Maire," she said.
"Why don't all of you come in the kitchen and I'll get you something to
drink,'' he said to Elaine.
He guided her into the kitchen, past the group in the middle of the living
room. She saw Mitch Maddox hanging his head like a bad dog in the center of the
group, listening. Jimmy and Sheila tagged behind Elaine and Prince Valiant, talking
to each other.
In the kitchen, there were more people. Anton Bradley leaned against the
counter next to the sink, folded around his tall, dripping drink. A woman with long
dark hair, a poetry teacher whom Elaine didn't know, stood with her foot on a
chair. Two men with beards leaned against the counter; a woman, her back to the
room, mixed a drink. Words were tossed about, tail-ends of conversations.
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The woman with the long dark hair said, looking at Prince Valiant, "Do you
think that you can write out of anger, or do you think that the anger must pass
before you write? Roger thinks you must wait, but I think that you can get a great
deal of power from anger. What do you think?" Her eyes scanned all of them.
"I write a lot from anger," said Jimmy, stroking his straggly goatee.
Prince Valiant went to the counter, "What do you want to drink-2. Sheila? Jimmy?" He paused. "Elaine?" he said gently, turning from the counter to look at
her.
"Wine, if you have it," said Sheila.
"I'll have some, too," said Jimmy.
Prince Valiant got out two glasses from the cupboard, "Elaine, Sheila, Jimmy-this is Mark, Tia, Anton (you know both of them), Roger and· Craig.''
Elaine looked at the people. Fred? Richard? Thelma? The names floated around
the room without attaching themselves to faces. The faces smiled, nameless.
Prince Valiant poured two glasses of wine. One of the men with a beard, who
wore thick black glasses, shifted his body toward Elaine. ''Do you think you should
write out of anger, Elaine?" he said.
She looked around briefly. Sheila and Jimmy had retreated into the living room
with their wine and she was still without a drink. Alone, no arm to cling to. No
familiar face, except Anton's, and his was turned towards a woman who was sitting
on the counter.
''I think maybe afterwards,'' she hazarded.
'' After the spell is over?'' he nodded, his eyes drooping beneath his glasses,
''Yes, that makes sense. Then you can get the kind of objectivity you need to get a
clear hold on the complete emotion. Yes. Yes.'' His eyelids drooped lower and he
smiled complacently, as if to say, "You'll do. Yes, indeed, you'll do."
Prince Valiant stood closely beside her, "And what will you have, Elaine?" he
murmured.
"Just orange juice or water," she said, not looking at him.
"Oh no," he said.
"No, Elaine," said the man with black glasses, leaning towards her.
"This is a party, Elaine," said Prince Valiant.
"Yes. You can't drink orange juice at a party," said Black Glasses.
"I have a class tomorrow early."
"Doesn't matter." "No, it doesn't matter," said the men, encircling her, bandying her between them like a tennis ball, like witty conversation.
"You have to have a drink," said Prince Valiant, handing her a tumbler, and
holding a bottle of Scotch. ''Say when.''
"When," she said at two fingers full.
"When," she said again, as the Scotch crept past the halfway mark.
"When," she kept saying as the glass was filled to one centimeter below the
rim with straight Scotch.
She stared into the glass. Prince Valiant and Black Glasses didn't speak, but

stood bent over her as if they, too, were looking into her drink. I'm Cathy Co-ed,
she thought as the Scotch glittered in the glass. Cathy Co-ed goes to a poet party.
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Cathy Co-ed, daughter of "Gidget goes Hawaiian." If Gidget went to a poet party,
what would she do? If Gidget went to a poet party, a poet wouldn't fill her glass to
the rim with Scotch. No, the poet, who would be a dark handsome man in a sportcoat and thin tie would fall in love with Gidget and recite Tennyson to her as they
sat in the arbor outside Gidget's sorority house. All those years of watching the
3:30 movie after school hadn't prepared her for a poet party at college. Cathy Co-ed
couldn't race back to Moon Doggie after the poet had proposed by quoting
Shakespeare; Prince Valiant and Black Glasses had proposed something else entirely.
Elaine looked up suddenly and both Prince Valiant and Black Glasses stepped
back like two sides of a bridge parting for a boat.
"What do you write, Elaine?" said Black Glasses, raising his wineglass to his
lips.
In the living room, Chuck Berry cried out from the stereo and a series of murmurs exploded into laughter.
"Not much of anything," Elaine said. She held her glass in both hands as if it
was a chalice that would carry her magically from room to room as she bowed
gracefully to each group, bestowing largesse on each and all. But if she drank the
magic potion contained within the glass, if she even touched it to her lips, she would
turn into a toad. A very drunk toad, she thought.
"You don't write," said Prince Valiant.
''Not really. I'm not a poet. In fact, my poetry stinks.''
Prince Valiant leaned back even further and his eyes dropped fleetingly to her
toes and then slowly dragged themselves up her body, "I can't believe that."
Black Glasses shrugged, "We don't know for certain; she could be telling the
truth.''
"John," someone called from the living room, "John, come here a minute."
"Excuse me a moment," said Prince Valiant, touching Elaine's shoulder.
Elaine stepped back and leaned against the table and put her drink down permanently.
"What do you do?" said Elaine to Black Glasses, wishing she had a cigarette.
There was Anton, over in the corner, smoking happily. She envied him.
Black Glasses said something about management for International Harvester
and how he played football in college on a scholarship and seemed very proud of the
fact, which she thought was strange for a poet, but she didn't really listen to him.
She knew something else and she knew that she didn't want to look back at him or
a pact would be made, an agreement reached.
A man came into the kitchen and asked Black Glasses a question, and as he
turned to answer him, Elaine began to slide towards the doorway that led to the living room, when Black Glasses called, "Elaine, don't leave, I'm in love with you."
She hesitated for a moment, leaning against the side of the doorway, but he was
not a dark, handsome poet in a sportcoat, and she wasn't Gidget, and there was no
Moon Doggie, but only Sheila, standing in the next room like a lifeboat, so Elaine
smiled and slipped into the living room.
Before she reached Sheila, Mitch Maddox lurched in front of her. '' I was very
glad to see you at my reading," he slurred, "I hoped you would be there."
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'' I enjoyed it,'' she said, thinking that it seemed he had killed at least a bottle
of Scotch singlehandedly, ''You were very good. I liked your poem to Anton.''
He swayed towards the overstuffed chair at his right and grabbed the arm
before he fell over. "Thank you. I wanted to tell you," he motioned with his drink
for her to come closer, "I wanted to tell you," he said in a loud wet whisper, "I
wanted to tell you how moved I was by what you said in class. I was ~ery moved.
Very moved. You know what?"
Elaine waited for him to finish, but he just stood there, rocking unsteadily back
and forth, and smiling proudly.
"What?" she asked finally.
"I started a poem about it." He swung towards her.
Elaine wondered if he was lying. "You did. Really?"
He bobbed his head up and down. "Yes. I was very moved. Very moved.
Theme songs to old T.V. shows. You must write. You can't not write."
"No, I don't. I can't." She wondered if he really cared if she could write or
not, but what the hell difference did it make anyway? "Now, my friend Sheila, she
thinks like a poet, she even talks like a poet (whatever that means, Elaine thought),
but I don't. I just take a class.' '
Around them, Chuck Berry shouted, but not too loudly. A bright brittle murmur played around the room. Someone whooshed, someone knocked against someone, arms clutched, apologies, a fervent discussion with head shakes, and matches
flaring to light cigarettes, and past the beige curtains out the window snow fell light
and clean.
Prince Valiant brushed past them, paused, then knowing that he could not join
them, moved on.
Mitch was nodding. He leaned forward closer to her and attempted to focus his
eyes. "You are very beautiful. Would you like to hear the first draft of the poem?"
Elaine's thighs began to tingle. Cathy Co-ed, daughter of Gidget, thought to
herself what the hell and said yes.
He turned, motioning for her to follow, and stumbled to a small hallway, which
was not more than two doorways set three feet apart, and opened the large door at
the end of the hall. She followed him in. A large four-poster bed filled up most of
the room. At the end of the bed, on the table in front of the window, sat a suitcase,
and on top of that, a briefcase, which Mitch seized and, reeling backwards, he sat
heavily on the bed.
"Are you staying here?" Elaine asked him from the doorway as she closed the
door behind her.
"Yes," he said, not looking up, but ruffling through the briefcase.
"Where does John sleep?" she asked, not moving from the door. She looked
into the dark bathroom at the other side of the room.
"He finds places, I guess," said Mitch, still not looking up. He patted the bed
beside him and she walked over and sat down next to him, not close, but aware of
the distance between their thighs.

"I can't seem to find it," he muttered as the paper jumped and shuffled in

Stories and Prose Forms/7

front of him. He picked one up and looked at it hard, as if his stare would command
the lines of type to stop dividing, to stop dripping off the page. He blinked his eyes.
"No, can ' t find it, Can't find it," he slurred, "hafta recite it from memory. But
first," he looked up brightly, "but first a drink. What are you drinking? We forgot
to bring drinks. Can ' t have aparty without drinks. Can ' t read a poem without
drinks. Whadyou want? " He stood up, staggered forward two steps, turned with a
wobble and stared at her.
She stood up, "I'll get them. "
" No, no, no, no, no. You stay here. You don ' t move that glorious form of
yours anywhere. You stay here. I'll get the drinks. Whadyou want? "
She didn ' t fight him. They could battle this one out all night. "Wine, I'll have
wine,'' she said, '' and could you get a cigarette for me? ' '
"Wine and a cigarette. And Scotch for me. You stay right there. Right there.
Don ' t move. I' 11 be back in two stitches of a cat ' s tail." He staggered towards the
door, fumbled at the doorknob and lurched out, closing the door behind him.
Elaine sat back down on the bed. She felt stupid. She felt like Rapunzel when
the witch went out to look for herbs and eye of newt. What if he didn't come back?
What if, in a drunken stupor, he forgot about her and she stayed in that room, the
talk and laughter and Bob Dylan bouncing against the door, while inside the room
was thick, waiting silence. She stood up and went to the table and leaned over the
suitcase to look out the window. Snow lay thick on the bushes beneath. Outside the
door, she heard a door open and the sound of wire hangers scraping against metal.
The closet was right outside the bedroom door. If he doesn't come back, she
thought, I'll sneak my coat out of the closet and climb out the window. But the
bedroom windows were layered with storm windows. She went to the small dark
bathroom. The window there was heavy and glazed and looked as though chips had
been chiseled out of it; she couldn ' t see through it. She pulled on the latch at the
top and it scraped around, then she yanked at the window. It didn ' t budge. She
braced her heel against the base of the toilet and, gritting her teeth, yanked again;
the window ripped open suddenly and she stuck her head out. No storm window, no
bushes, just a pile of soft snow for Cathy Co-ed's dainty feet. She pulled her head
back in, pulled the window closed, went back to the bed and sat down on it as if
she ' d never moved.
When Mitch kicked open the door and catapulted himself in, spilling Scotch
and wine on the braided rug, she was still sitting there, smiling stiffly. She could feel
her neck muscles tightening, and her hands were clasped between her knees.
' ' Here you are,' ' he said, thrusting the glass of wine at her. The wine shot to
the rim of the glass and dripped over. "Here's your cigarette. Took me a while to
get it. Sorry I took so long. " He sat down next to her. He nearly sat down on her
lap. She clenched her elbows to her sides, but didn't slide over. She felt like moving

over, but she didn ' t, she hunched her shoulders and sipped her drink and looked
out the window at the snow, at the streetlight, because if she turned and looked
at him she ' d be too close and she ' d be breathing on him. He was going to recite his
poem, and she wasn ' t going to listen, because all she was aware of was a thigh next
to her thigh. He put his glass between his knees and got a matchbook from his front
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pocket and lit a match and bent close to her, and now she had to look at him, and
he unsteadily held the match to her cigarette, and she smelled sulphur and whiskey
and aftershave and his smell beneath that smell and cigarette smoke, and she
thought she couldn't stand it anymore.
He lifted his drink and tipped it to hers and said, ''Here's to lovely young
ladies who inspire poems.'' And she sipped and said, ''Here's to poets.'' And he
said, ''Do you wanna hear it, such as it is?'' She nodded. He began to say
something about Bud and Princess and Kitten and My Friend Flicka flickering
across the screen in black and blue, but he was kissing her neck and her ear and lifting her hair and kissing the back of her neck and reciting phrases and images as he
came up for air or for a swallow whiskey, and she held her glass out stiffly like an
anchor, like the one last connection to shore, to land. He worked his way up her
chin to her mouth and kissed her hard, open mouthed, and she held out that
wineglass and that cigarette like a beacon, like a flare. He pulled back and looked at
her, or tried to anyway, and said, "Ah, Elaine, you're beautiful," and she thought,
'' All three of me.'' And he took her wineglass from her hand and put it on the
floor and took a swallow from his glass and put it on the floor empty and took her
cigarette and dropped it in the dregs of his Scotch, and they fell back on the bed and
Elaine sank, thinking vaguely of Gidget, and his hand slid under her shirt and up to
her breast, and as her hands slid down his thigh she wondered about Cathy Co-ed.
Yes, she was Cathy Co-ed and he's breathing whiskey on me and I'm feeling his
hard-on and he's unbuttoning my shirt, sort of, but he can't, so she helped him.
And the zippers came undone with a lift of the pelvis and hands were on back and
breast and thigh and between legs and Elaine thought of Sheila as her hand slid onto
Mitch's cock, what would Sheila think, and Mitch rose over her like a roof and
looked at her, surprised, and she saw his face turning green, but she held onto his
cock, like the wineglass. Would he puke, she thought. Oh no, Cathy Co-ed, oh no.
Gidget. No, he didn't puke, but she felt something die in her hand, felt it go soft as
a baby bird, and Mitch closed his eyes and pitched forward heavily and landed with
his chest on her face and passed out, and she was smothering. Her nose was crushed
and damp hairy skin pressed her cheeks, and she struggled like a beetle on its back,
trying to heave him off of her, but he was beyond moving-he was dead, he was
out, his cock had shrivelled like a dead balloon and he was smashing her. She struggled longer, arching her back and lifting her knees, then lay still, her eyes wide and
staring into his chest; she was blinded by his flesh; she could hear her own labored
breathing in counterpoint to his snores; she was going to die. She panicked. Her
stomach clenched, her shoulders clutched her neck. She kicked her legs and wriggled her hips and shoulders, not caring if she battered him. Finally, with a fishlike
sideways motion of her body, though she was sure her nose and breasts would rip
off, she pulled the lower half of her body out from under him and pushed at his
unyielding flesh and slowly, painfully, with sweating cheeks and forehead and throbbing nose, pulled her head away and lay there on the bed, her shirt flattened and
wrinkled beneath her, her bluejeans halfway down her hips, her underwear damp
and sticky. She looked at him while she caught her breath. He should have flies buzzing around him, she thought.
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She got up, listening at the door while she zipped her pants. She couldn't
plaster a smile on her red and burning face and act as if she didn't smell of sex and
Mitch Maddox. Sheila would be out there, sitting on the couch, her fingers dancing
as she spoke. If Elaine came into the room, Sheila would look up and for one moment, one unconscious moment, and she would look at Elaine, Smelling, Judging,
Accusing, one hard pinprick of knowing before she smiled and called to her.
Because of that one short look, barely noticed, barely signaled, Elaine would not go
into the living room; Elaine would not see that glance.
She cracked open the door and peered into the living room. No one was in
eyeshot, so slowly she opened the door wider and felt for the closet doorknob. Her
coat was on a hanger on the far side of the closet. She grabbed the arm and gently
pulled it off the hanger. The hanger gave a short rasp and swung drunkenly on the
rod. She flicked at the closet door and stepped back into the bedroom and shut that
door , crossed the room , jamming her hands into her coat, went to the bathroom,
pushed open the window, glanced over her shoulder at Mitch to make sure he was
still asleep (he ' ll sleep forever , she thought), put one leg on the windowsill, then the
other, and slid out, feet first , shooting out into the cold. She landed lightly on the
snow feet first. Her tracks would be covered by the next morning, and she didn ' t
care anyway. She leaped through the snow, past an elm tree, past the streetlight,
and crossed the street. John Malcolm's front door was opening, and for no particular reason, except perhaps that she had carried deception this far , so why not
carry it farther still, she crashed through a wall of bushes bordering a yard and
crouched behind them. Snow flew as the branches snapped back into place and she
sat back in the snow , watching through the branches as two forms stepped from
John Malcolm ' s house.
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SNOW-BOUND
Ann Hemenway

It always snowed; all year round it snowed. Elaine couldn ' t remember a time when
there hadn't been snow lying flat and dull and still, dipping into the building beyond
that window where she sat for days, or years, maybe millenia. Three walls stood
behind her; she felt them rising cathedral-like, rising into gothic spires, pointing
toward God, the Holy Spirit, the Virgin, all the heavens of her childhood, of her
school uniforms.
But Sheila hadn't believed in the Holy Virgin or Christ, and .God and the Holy
Spirit were doubtful, too, but still Elaine ' s walls were rising, reaching , expanding
towards St. Peter.
And the window, the window shot up like a huge popsicle, grew thick and dark
until the snow was blue brown and the trees only thick fingers of black beckoning in
the other direction, away from Elaine. Oh no, not towards her , no, nothing could
beckon her and she would stay in here until the snow melted, which it never would.
Elaine would stay in that room and hibernate, pad on the thin grey carpet from
desk to bookcase to closet to dresser, all within that small square room with its
white walls and bits of paper strewn about.
For the most part she'd stay on the bed, her feet stretched out before her like
two kittens, the purple bedspread beneath her with the swirling designs that were
turning into snakes, and gaze out the window at the white frozen earth. She was sure
it was frozen everywhere, even in Florida. Palm trees frozen cracked and still,
oranges frozen into hard balls on stiff branches, crocodiles gaping puffs of smoke like
dragons in the Everglades.
In a moment she would turn up the thermostat and make it warm as a cocoon
in the room. The walls would be quilts and insulate her from the cold. Her feet
would be warm again, the blood would return to her hands, and that room would be
the only warm and light place in the world, and it would rise above all other places,
sparkling, firelit. In a moment.
But now, she thought, but now I want to sit on the bed and paralyze my legs.
No, she couldn't move them. From the hips to the ankles they were dead. Far
beyond, at the end of the bed, her feet twisted and turned and gripped by themselves
as though they had separate minds and thoughts from her, from each other, as
though they wanted to run from her ankles and tiptoe out of the safety of the room.
But no, she would look out the window, and when she looked she saw students
trudging to and fro, wrapped and bundled into anonymity. In that anonymity, they
became Sheila; man or woman they became her-sexless. This one in the red downfilled coat with the Frankenstein hood walked like Sheila, toes out, hips spraddled.
This one with the blue knit hat and scarf had Sheila's nose; Elaine could see it peeping, red and running, from beneath the blue wool covering the person's eyes. Even

the dogs were Sheila. The brown mutt with short stubby legs had Sheila's round
protruding stomach. That black one there, bounding in the snow, jumping and nipping at the person with the corduroy coat, it had Sheila's affection, Sheila's need for
love, for pats, for comfort.
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Elaine, from her room , from her thick, dark window, saw Sheila trudging, waggling, bounding, trotting, wriggling through the snow.
But Sheila was dead. Sheila had become all of them and Elaine put her hand on
that window, felt the cold glass, watched the snow fall in front of her, while behind
her she could feel the room breathing. Yes, it was orange too, like Sheila's room,
and rising and falling and the silence seeped in from the walls, the silence of sleep
and where was Sheila? Wandering in the snow, stepping through the snow without
tracks. Elaine looked for her out of the window, put her hand upon the glass,
because if Sheila did come, Sheila would put her hand on the glass and they would
touch without touching and all Elaine would feel would be that cold window and
her legs stretched out in front of her and Sheila's hand would match her hand like
Patty Cake. Elaine looked at her hand on that window and thought of ·her own small
hand, years ago, on the screen of the television, covering the face of a bad man
because his face scared her, but her hand now was someone else's hand; she saw it
from across the room, from the doorway, and she saw, beyond the hand, a few
students walking into the union, braced against the cold, and thought, where are
you Sheila? They told me Jews didn't go to heaven, even good Jews. No, they
hovered somewhere in between, hovered and wailed, but Sheila did not cry out;
Elaine saw her poised above the snow, elongated, grey. And Elaine still nodding,
nodding, yes, yes, and she hadn't gotten past that moment in the bathroom and the
echo against the tiles of "Sheila's dead, Elaine, I'm sorry, Sheila's dead, I'm sorry."
But where was Sheila? Sheila was dead, but dead was not a place. And Elaine's mind
was numb, repeating, repeating, "But where is Grammy, Mommy?" She saw
herself asking when she was five, wearing a plaid dress. Her mother's face was dim,
Elaine only saw herself asking, "But where is Grammy?" And her mother's voice
said, "Grammy went to heaven." "Jews don't go to heaven," said Sister Therese,
her teeth clicking. Elaine didn't have a rosary; she'd thrown it out with glee after
graduation, saying, "There is no God, there is no God, I'll never pray again," and
suddenly, tonight-her legs stiff on the bed as if she was staring out the window at
the frozen world, her hand upon that window-she wanted her rosary. She wanted
to feel the beads in her fingers, and she wanted her school uniform, and she wanted
to kneel in the confessional and feel the bench go down and see the light go on, and
say to the purple cloth around the faceless priest's neck, "Bless me father for I have
sinned," and that she'd lied and swore and been mean and not known that Sheila
was going to die, and she should have stopped it that night when Sheila stood
beneath the Trojan Horse, beneath Phoebus' Horse taped on the wall, and she
should have known then that behind Sheila's glasses were eyes that had disappeared,
gone somewhere else. She should have thrown a cloak around Sheila, wrapped
around her all the answers Sheila sought, given her comfort, covered her ears
against the jeering and the gossip and the constant talk of alcohol and drugs, drunk
and smoked to keep depression warded off by a puff of smoke, by the bottom of a
glass tilted higher and higher. Father behind that mesh, that screen, purple cloth
and light above her, as Elaine knelt in her pleated skirt and white blouse and royal
blue blazer and kneesocks and hair pulled off her face-Father, hide Sheila behind
there with you, hide her from me who is no friend, who has no cloak, no curtain,
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no mesh screen; hide her there with you to hear the confessions and the sins and
the thoughts, and hearts, minds, and oblations. Elaine had no cloak, no mesh screen
to wrap around Sheila. Her own was thin and shredded from the beginning and
finally torn away completely tonight in the cafeteria. Tonight when sitting with
Sarah, Sarah who had said, "Come, Elaine, come and eat. Look at people." And
Elaine had shaken her head no, and had shaken her head no, while Sarah nodded
and said, "Yes, Elaine, yes, Sheila's dead, I'm sorry, I'm sorry." And Elaine sat on
her bed, looking at the carpet, looking at the wall, shaking her head like a
metronome, like a pendulum, no I won't eat, no I won't eat. See people, Elaine, yes,
Elaine, Sheila's dead. No, I won't eat or believe anything. Finally she went, disbelief
carrying her; herself, Elaine, in Sheila's room, at the coffee-house with Sheila; having conversations with Sheila; Sheila in a red sweater; Sheila in her blue tennis
shoes; Sheila's hands over her stomach; Sheila standing, standing perpetually
beneath the horse, squatting beside the coffee pot, looking up at her, always in
repetition looking up at her as Elaine put on her coat, as Elaine followed Sarah out
her door, as Elaine turned and for the first time in months locked her door, as
though she'd done it every night, every day. She locked her door because tonight
something valuable was inside that room that must be hidden: Elaine was still sitting
on the bed.
Elaine followed Sarah down the hallway-following, though walking beside her.
A face peeped out from the bathroom door and looked at them, white, frightened, a
face with lank wet hair hung from the open door for a moment, forever. And Elaine
and Sarah went outside. Elaine watched them: Sarah, spare and tall with long brown
hair, determined, on a mission-Sarah had a cloak of iron. Elaine in her green
hooded jacket, her hair cut blunt around her face, snow landing lightly on each
strand. Elaine would remember this years later: she and Sarah walking, walking on
the powder snow that covered the ice, walking to the cafeteria where the lights shone
out the window and silhouettes flitted fingerlike behind it; Elaine would remember
this years later and confuse it with dreams, because suddenly they were in the
cafeteria line, holding trays and Elaine was saying, ''I'll have soup, I'll have soup,''
and the line was moving slowly as she watched with amazement, with boredom,
with the fascination of the desperate and the disconnected, the hands reaching for
jello, for casserole, for bread: hands with rings, with hair, with broken fingernails
and scars, with blunt fingertips, with tapered fingertips, hands dotted with ink, or
hands with nails edged with black, grabbing at pink plastic plates, or bowls, or forks
with bent tines, those hands that grabbed and tipped and clutched. She watched
them, her own hands white-knuckled, still, gripping her tray, and now her own
hand on the window and beyond it a few lone students walking to the cafeteria, and
the snow that fell, cold, silent, whispering, waiting for a ghost, for statues to dance
as they do-Elaine was sure-at five o'clock in the morning in the blue, skim milk,
faded time before morning. Elaine's thoughts jangled, bent and collided like a carnival at full tilt. A merry-go-round organ bleated and pumped, discordant. The bowl
of soup sat in the middle of the tray Elaine carried rigidly, her elbows tucked against
her sides, but the thin broth sloshed over the sides of the bowl and a stringy noodle
hung over the rim like a strand of hair, like a ribbon hung there, drooping, forlorn,
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crawling from an ocean to a pier like a drowned man. Elaine felt suddenly sorry for
the noodle. The bright bodies skipping and dashing behind her meant nothing. No,
it was that noodle, that dying , exhausted noodle that commanded her attention,
sympathy, her compassions. The people behind her were gargantuans thundering
and lumbering.
When she got to the table that Sarah picked out for them , she set the tray
down, gently lifted the noodle from the rim of the bowl, and laid it at its full length
on the tray. There. It was sleeping, resting; it would regain strength.
She picked up her spoon and looked at Sarah, who was poking at the tunafish in
the casserole. She was not eating. Sarah wouldn't eat. Sarah looked back at Elaine,
who stared at her , looked at Elaine by lifting her eyebrows and raised her eyes and
said, " Eat."
" You ' re not eating," said Elaine.
" Yes, I am . I'm eating," said Sarah, putting a small forkful of casserole in her
mouth and chewing. Elaine watched while Sarah chewed and chewed and chewed.
Sarah glanced around the room, seeing nothing except Elaine staring at her.
"You ' re not swallowing," Elaine said, as if it were important, as if it really
mattered , but suddenly it mattered very much. Sarah must swallow.
"I'm swallowing," said Sarah, swallowing heavily, " Elaine, eat. You ' re acting
like a child. "
Elaine could not be acting like a child because she was still in the bathroom
while Sarah nodded and nodded. She was still sitting on her bed. She was still
backstage at the theatre watching Sheila hold a paintbrush full of yellow paint high
in the air , or at the campus bar listening to Sheila as she ate beer nuts from a plastic
bag, one by one. Elaine was not acting lie a child. Elaine looked down at her soup
and stirred it. Noodles swirled and flickered and somersaulted in the brown broth
and broke the bubbles of grease. They ' re swimming, she thought, they ' re swimming
so happily. They have faces , they have bodies. They ' re cavorting. She stirred
them harder and the noodles grew reckless, leaping and whirling until they grew
desperate, until they were nearly crying. She lifted the spoon out and slowly the
noodles stopped dancing in the bowl and sank to the bottom, dead. She couldn ' t eat
them. She had to save them from her jaws and throat. She had to lift them out of
the bowl and let them breathe on the tray. They were dying at the bottom of the
bowl. She stared at her soup and the fear ran through her and she opened her eyes
and looked around her. This is madness; she thought, Elaine stop this. She was
frightened but she couldn ' t eat the noodles. She had given them life and she
couldn ' t eat them now. They were alive.
Sarah was watching her. "Elaine, what are you doing? "
"I can ' t eat. Let me sit here. Let me sit here," when behind her at the next
table, a girl ' s voice said , matter of fact , "Last night, around eleven I guess, although

they said it might have been later, she just slit her wrists with a razor blade- the
right way-longways like this. ''
Elaine didn ' t move, but sat still, rigid in her chair, her spoon in her hand ,
listening like a rabbit. She could not think.
"Did she leave a note?" said another girl.
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"I don't think so. God, it was bloody. Kate went in with the janitor and started
screaming and screaming. Gallons of blood, I guess. God, who would do that?' ' said
the first gir 1.
"At least she could've done it in the bathroom. Somebody will have to sleep in
that room. Did you know her?" said the second.
"No. I guess she was pretty weird, fucked up, you know. She wrote poetry.
Kate lived on her hall. I remember her saying she was strange. When they found
her she was lying halfway in the closet like she'd crawled there, covered with
blood.''
The second girl began to speak, but Elaine was up, out of her chair, the chair
tipped over, her coat over her shoulders, Sarah saying oh no, God, Elaine, trying to
reach her, her hands stretching towards her, but Elaine only thinking, get out, get
out, that's what killed her, that talk, those whispers over dinner, the sharp, sneaking
words at the campus bar, the conclusions, the judgements, the "she's strange"s,
the recapitulations, the covert, then the overt edicts, that's what killed her , Elaine
thought, running down the stairs, running to the glass doors, pushing against the
bar across the door, rushing into the cold, that's what killed her, she was sure, but
not sure, because she knew, too, that there was something else that killed Sheila,
something, perhaps, that Elaine would not think about now or later or even years
later.
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VINCE AND STINO
Ronald L. Burns

One night, right before the fashion show at the Hyatt House, when newly-made
garments were lying everywhere, and Larry, the white guy from down the hall, had
brought over some wine, Vince and Stino sat on the floor, in the cone of light coming from the overhead sewing machine lamps, sewing button-holes on slacks and
shirts and talking about girls.
"Yep, I used to be a sucka," Stino said, "a first class, all-around sucka!"
Vince and Stino sat almost thigh to thigh. They were both shirtless, sweating in
the heat coming from the lamps. Between them, heaped in a pile, were several
spools of silk-twist, thread, packs of needles, and a cake of beeswax, all necessary
tools for the grueling task of button-hole making.
"Over the dirtiest, low-downest bitch in the world, too," Stino said.
''Mary-dirty, triflin', no-good-ass Mary!''
Larry was sitting on the roll-away bed. He had the bottle between his knees and
leaned forward attentively, anxious for a peek at black culture.
"Were you sewing then?" he asked.
"Yeah, I knew how! Had my stripes and everything, but Mary used to say, 'I
don't want you sewin' for them bitches,' and that was that-cause I was a sucker in
love!"
"You didn't sew at all during this period?" Larry asked.
"Not for customers," Stino said, "just for Mary and myself!" Stino paused on
the button-hole he was making and rewaxed his thread. "Boy, I used to dress that
bitch, used to sew my ass off for her: silks, satins, Quianas-that bitch used to go to
work clean every day, dressed in pleated skirts, tight dresses, blazers, pencil legs.
You name it, and I made it for her-my blood, sweat, and tears. She even had me
workin' a square job downtown as a stock boy, carrying a lunch to work every day
so there would be money enough for her to eat at the Millionaire's Club and the
Oak Tree on Rush. And every night I'd be home promptly at six-never later!"
Stino started sewing again, the thread making a sort of whistling sound as it was
drawn through the cloth. "Our crib was on the drive, thirty-two hundred north."
He turned to look at Vince, "Not far from where your girl Mildred lives now. The
apartment was sharp, too. We were really gettin' it together: plush furniture, expensive paintings, all kinda plants and, shit, it was nice!''
"What happened?" Larry asked.
"Yeah," said Vince, "how come ya'll not still together?"
Stino waxed his thread again, adjusted his thimble and started a new buttonhole. "She started comin' home late. I didn't think nothin' of it at first-it would
only happen every so often. Then she started stayin' overnight: 'I was over one of
the girl's house!' she'd say, or: 'I was at Mom's,' and I was a sucka and really tried
to believe that bullshit, as flimsy as it was, even when it started happenin' four, five
times a week. Yep, I was still goin' around goofy with my bag lunch, gettin' home
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at six and makin' the bitch clothes, using the little money she let me keep from my
check to buy her more material, I mean, really bustin ' my ass for her. ... ' ,
"You mean you really laid back and let a woman beat you out of your skills? "
Vince asked.
"Why?" Larry wanted to know.
"Pussy! " Stino said. "Pussy is a strange and evil thing . Pussy can make a man
overlook a lot; it can make a man think twice before he makes a move. All that
snake had to do was throw me on the bed, fuck me real good, and I was right back
smilin' and grinnin' again, really believin ' them lies that she was gonna straighten
up and fly right!"
Larry took a long gulp from the bottle and passed it to Vince, who stopped sewing long enough to take a hit. Vince offered some to Stino, who declined. Larry
looked impatient; Vince wondered idly if he was spying on them for the realty company.
"Well, what finally happened? " Larry asked.
Stino looked embarassed. "She put me out! "
"Put you out...? "
''Told me to pack my shit, take my machine and get the hell out! Just like
that! Said she was tired of me and needed a vacation. "
''So what did you do?''
"I left, in tears, with nothing but the clothes on my back and my umbrellacause it was raining outside. I didn ' t feel we would be separated permanently;
I figured she'd come out of whatever madness had seized her and call me home.
It was springtime; I didn't really have any place to go. I just hung out, in bars, in
the street, just walking, thinking. I never went back to work; there was no reason; I
had no one to give my money to. A few weeks passed, with me sleeping in parks
and on the beach, checking every day at my Mama's to see if Mary had called.
Nothing! No call or word!
"Finally, one night when I was completely broke, I trudged up to our building
and waited in the bushes beside the vestibule. I was love-sick, missin' that snake so
bad it hurted. I just wanted to get a peek at her, one look. It was cool, but my collar
was up and you know a good piece of wool feels good on a nigga ' s ass on cool
nights. I waited for hours, scared that a tenant might see me and call the police, or a
dog would come sniffing around and start a revealing bark. My legs were wobbly
from standing so long; I hadn't ate in two days; I used the umbrella as a crutch to
lean on.
'' And just at dawn, when I knew the sun would be springing up to reveal my
location, an orange Corvette pulled up. And Goddamn! The dirty bitch was in it; a
man was behind the wheel. Just as good as I can see you and Larry now, I saw that
bitch hop out of the car, switch around to the driver's side, bend down, and when
the son-of-a-bitch rolled down the window, plant a kiss on his forehead.
"Boy! I swear, if that umbrella had been a gun, I'da been in jail for double
murder, cause I sho would a blew them fuckas away. But the kiss wasn't the worse
of it. Next I saw the nigga's hand reach out and grab her by the waist and then slide
down and cup Mary's big ass. Goddamn! I couldn't take it anymore. That was my
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big ass, the big ass I slept with, hugged, kissed, sniffed for over two years. I yelled,
lunging from the bushes toward them. The bitch looked up and damn near shitted. I
was waving the umbrella and screaming like a crazy man. Mary's purse fell from
her hands as she tried to climb through the car window. The nigga took one look at
me, threw that car in gear and shot up the block, knocking Mary aside, burning
rubber all the way.
'' Mary scrnmbled up and took off runnin', and I was right on her ass, wackin'
the dirty bitch in the head with that umbrella every inch of the way. She kept
yellin ' and runnin' and grabbin' at her head! Boy, I beat that slut up and down
Lake Shore Drive!"
Vince and Larry were busting up, guffawing, slapping their thighs.
"Did you kill her?" Larry managed between laughs. His face was 'pink, his
eyes filled with humorous tears.
"Naw," Stino said, still sewing, jabbing the needle in, looping the thread over
the point and then pulling the needle out. "Naw, after a while I heard sirens. I
guess somebody had called the police. I dodged through an alley and hid in the back
yard for a while, panting, catching my breath. My arm hurted from swingin' that
umbrella so long. After a while I took a chance and snook back to our place; I put
my sewing machine in a cab and I ain't been back since!"

Vince didn't mind the distasteful stare the snooty white chick holding an Afghan by
its leash gave him when he sauntered through the doors of Stino ' s building. Not today. He didn ' t grit his teeth when the elevator doors slid closed in his face and he
was forced to take the stairs to the sixth floor. Not today. Not when he had the
wooden hanger covered by clear plastic gripped in his hand like it was some creature
that would suddenly grow wings and fly away. Not when on that hanger and under
that plastic, folded neatly and carefully, was his first pair of pants.
He had labored a whole day on them, using his mother ' s slow, raggedy Singer
because he had nothing else to sew on, sweated, groaned, ripped and reripped the
seams down until they were as straight as razors, toiled , measured, approximated
until, if nothing else, he had a pair of pants that were at least wearable. Stino would
freak out, he thought. Imagine him conquering his first slacks on his own, without
Stino 's supervision. And as he came through Stino's door , he let the fruit of his
labors swing pendulously.
The apartment was clean for a change: the usual profusion of material scraps
no longer littered the floor. Either Stino had just straightened up or he hadn ' t been
doing much business lately. Stino was stretched out on the sofa with his tie loosened

and his shoes kicked off.
"Where you been keeping yourself, Vince?" Stino asked sarcastically. "I
thought you had chickened out of your sewing lessons!' '
'' Ah, I been sewing at home, ' ' Vince said. '' And guess what I made! '' He
removed the plastic and handed the pants to Stino, beaming proudly.
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Stino jerked upright, looking surprised but not impressed. He examined the
pants closely, inside and out.
"Your button-hole is crooked," he said finally.
"Yeah, I know," Vince conceded, "but that's only a minor thing. What's important is that they' re pants-real pants-and I made 'em! Can you believe it ... !"
"How come you didn't put in pockets?"
"Pockets ... ? I can worry about all of that later. The main thing is that..."
"You don't have a bar-tack below your zipper; that shit will come aloose in a
few days." Stino threw them back to Vince.
Vince stood tight-lipped, deflated. Stino picked up the phone, as if dismissing
Vince, and made a long distance call. Vince gazed resentfully at him for an angry
moment, wanting to take the pants legs and wrap them around Stino's neck, choke
him until his eyes bulged and his last breath hissed in his throat. He looked at the
pants, the novice workmanship. It wasn't the best, but goddamnit, for the first effort
they were pretty good. And for the first time since he had begun sewing under
Stino, he realized that instead of friend and friend, they were rapidly becoming student and teacher, apprentice and master.
The pants were a little wrinkled; Stino had practically balled them up before
throwing them back at him. He went into the kitchen to iron them. From a cabinet
drawer he pulled out a clean press-doth and former Windex bottle, now filled with
water to keep the press-doth damp. He was using the sleeve board to touch up the
pleats when the door bell rang.
"Get that for me, Vince," Stino called from the front.
Vince sighed (alright, mothafucka, he though to himself) and made sure to
move the iron far away from his pants before buzzing the door. He stared through
the peep hole, getting a familiar warped view of the hallway. A man and a woman
rounded the corner, two of Stino' s customers. Vince let them in.
"Who's that?" Stino called.
"Phil and Kim!" Vince called back.
Vince and the man called Phil slapped hands.
"How's it goin'?" Phil said. He was a big, sprawling man of 6' 5", with a
black, constantly grinning face. His wife Kim kissed Vince on the jaw.
"Hi, honey!" she drawled in a honey-dipped voice.
Vince smelt reefer on her, and playfully pushed her back.
"Ya'll been gettin' high!" he stated. "Comin' over here smellin' like a pot
factory!''
"Yeah," Phil laughed. "I got some fire herb. So strong it'll knock you on
your ass!''
"Uhn-uhn," Vince said. "None for me. That shit always makes me lazy. I
can't sew when I'm high!"
"Is Stino in the front?" Phil asked.
"Yeah," Vince said. "Maybe he'll want to get buttered!"
Phil started in the front; Kim lingered and winked slyly before switching after
her husband.
No way, baby, Vince thought. He was damn if he was gonna chase after Kim,
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especially with a husband as big as Phil. That hot bitch, she ' d probably flirt with
anything in pants.
Pants! He remembered his own pants and raced back to the ironing board, as if
fearing that the iron could have moved on its own, getting close enough to do his
precious pants damage. He needed a scorch right now like he needed a broom up his
ass. It would be one more thing for Stino to bitch about.
After finishing the pleats, he moved the sleeve board out of the way so he could
press on the ironing board itself. He laid the right pants leg out flat and then moved
the left neatly out of the way . He smoothed the press-cloth down on top of the leg
and then sprayed it with the water bottle, before lowering the steaming iron. He
could hear Phil and Stino rapping in the front, laughing and joshing while Stino interspersed light sales talk.
When the pants were pressed, the creases as sharp as shanks, he got a yardstick
from the L-shaped and curved rulers that hung from pegs, and used chalk to mark
the hemline at the bottom. Then he went in the front. Phil was rolling a joint; Kim
sat beside him on the sofa. Stino was showing off garments, taking them from the
closet, commenting on them-material, design, price-and then laying them flat on
the rug at Kim ' s feet.
Vince went to the sewing machine, adjusted its lamps to his advantage, and sat
on the floor with his back against the wall. He supported his work on this knees,
catching bits and pieces of Stino ' s sales spiel: "Seventy for the skirt, sixty for the
top-you can ' t beat that deal with a stick! " or " You don ' t see pleats like that in
the stores on State St. " or "This fabric is softer than a baby's ass! I'll let you have
the whole thing for just ... . ''
Vince paid little attention to them. He threaded a needle and thoroughly waxed
the thread with a shriveled cake of beeswax, to guard against gnarls and snags. The
pants possessed him entirely as he dipped the tiny needle down, slightly pricking his
finger , then trying to snip up a single thread of cloth on the needle point so that his
blind stitching wouldn ' t show from the outside of the pants bottoms. The scent of
good reefer came strongly to him , tantalizing, beckoning him to smoke, too. But he
knew better. If he got high now, he' d fuck something up for sure.
He smoothed the hem out, making sure there were no pulls or puckers, locked
the thread, then rewaxed it before starting the other leg. After he had finished and
remembered the bar-tack Stino had been so adamant about, he held the pants up for
inspection.
"Now, I like those," he heard Kim say.
He looked up, surprised. "What?"
''I said I like those pants! ' ' Kim repeated.
"Oh, " Vince said, tickled to the point of grinning. He looked proudly at his
work-maybe they weren't so bad after all.
Stino stood by the closet with a funny look on his face; he had a hot pink garment draped over his arm. The dress had straps coming out of each shoulder seam.
The straps criss-crossed in the back and tied in the front.
" Hey, Kim, Phil! " Stino called. "Check this one out. Ain ' t it sharp? " He
draped the dress on the floor.
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Kim and Phil ignored him, talking to Vince.
Phil: "What kind of material is that? "
Vince: "All wool!"
Phil: "Are they for dudes or girls? "
Vince: "Unisex, I guess .... "
Kim: "Why don't you buy 'em, baby!" (Speaking to Phil.) "That shade of
gray would really look sharp with your blue blazer.''
Stino threw Vince a sharp look and got another outfit from the closet. "Ain't
this a winner?" he said. "It's a raw silk, imported from .... "
Phil and Kim didn't even look.
"How much are those pants!" Phil asked.
Vince almost blushed. "Well, I really hadn't thought about selling them!"
"Oh, they're for you then, huh?"
"Well, sort of. Really I just made them not for anybody in particular!" He felt
suddenly nervous. Not knowing what else to do with his hands, he began rewaxing
his thread on the cake of wax.
'' Offer him fifty dollars, baby,'' Kim coaxed.
"You heard the lady," Phil said. "Will you let 'em go for fifty bucks?"
"Fifty bucks!" Vince exclaimed. Then he saw Stino staring at him. "Naw,"
he said quickly, "they ain't for sale!" He hung the needle in the material of his
vest, folded the pants, and fled into the kitchen to press the hem.
"Offer him more," he heard Kim say.
"The man said they ain't for sale!" Phil said.
"Yeah," Stino declared. "You can't buy what's not for sale. But I got a couple of smokers here that.. .. "
Fifty bucks was all Vince could think about. Stino had literally robbed him of
fifty bucks. Even if they had been Stino's customers originally, he, Vince, needed
the money worse than Stino did. With fifty dollars he'd be able to get goods, and
start to establish himself with the Jews in the trimming store. A slow anger began
to fill him.
He heard them coming in the kitchen, Phil and Kim leading. Stino trailing
behind, still trying to make a sale, the pink dress on his arm.
"I'll tell you what," Stino said, "for just one-seventy-five you can walk with
this. Now you can't beat that deal with a sledgehammer!"
They stood at the door. Kim watched Vince slyly, letting her tongue dart out
when Phil wasn't looking, tracing wet circle around her lips. Vince started touching
up the pants yet again, flattening the creases even sharper, honing them to an even
finer edge.
"Naw, not this time, Stino," Phil said. "We'll take a raincheck!" Then to
Vince: "I really do like those slacks, though. You sure you don't want me to take
them off your hands?"
Vince didn't look up, pressing, steaming the pants with all his weight. "Naw!
I'll keep these!''
The door closed behind the couple. There was an uncomfortable stretch of
silence. Vince could hear Stino moving about in the kitchen, the door of the
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refrigerator coming open and Stino pulling out a jug of Kool-Aid. The pants seemed
to melt into place under the press-doth, the heavy iron steaming and hissing like a
demon as Vince kept his back emphatically turned. He took out his rage on the
pants, daring not to turn around.
Stino laid out a cut of material on the floor, three yards of a pin-striped wool.
Vince could see him fetching rulers and shears, and then flattening out the parts of
a pants pattern on tbp of the material. The phone rang while Stino was chalking
around the pattern. Stino answered it, supporting the receiver on his shoulder as he
worked, the chalk reproducing the pattern, the darts, the curve of the crotch on the
material.
"Yeah," Stino said into the phone. "Oh, they'll be ready in a few hours!"
Stino checked his watch. "Tell you what, give me 'til 8:00 and you can pick 'em
up.''
Stino hung up and began working faster. He knelt on the material and started
cutting on the chalk lines with a large pair of shears. There was a crisp metal sound,
the shears clicking together, eating long chunks of the material with each closing,
Stino scooting about on top.
A week ago Vince would have been on the floor, too, kneeling, helping, picking
up as much knowledge as he could. But now something had happened. Something
had gone sour. Vince kept at the pants, the iron spitting, belching, flattening wool
flatter still, taking out on it a vicious punishment.
Finally Stino stood. "Damn! You've been workin' on those pants all day!" An
accusation.
Vince kept pressing, kept steaming. "What's wrong with me workin' on my
shit?'' Defensively.
"I got a customer to have out by tonight!"
"Yeah? Customer's shit always comes before my shit!" Vince kept pressing,
thinking. Fuck a customer; they weren't his customers.
"You need to be down here trying to pick up on how to put together a real
pair of pants!"
Vince blinked, stung. ''These are real pants!''
''Yeah, if you call half-ass, sloppy-ass work real, then I guess they are real
pants.'' Stino slammed the rulers back on their pegs with an angry motion of his
hands. "So I guess that means that you're through learning, that you're through
gettin' meat on your head?"
Vince said nothing. He knew that Stino was partially right. He wasn't through
learning; in fact, he had only just begun. There were millions of tailoring secrets,
know-how, that he needed to pick up before he could consider himself competent, a
full-fledged master of the needle.
Stino was storming: "You think you can make it with what you know now?
You think you can hang out your shingle and make a living from what you know
now, how to make a raggedy-ass pair of pants?
"You just try it, Vince, and you'll be starvin' in a week!" Stino scooped up
the pile of cut-outs and went into the front to put them together.
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Vince looked at the door, picturing himself slamming it as he made his exit, his
final exit. But even as he thought this, he knew that if he left now, he would be
nothing, a novice with miles of knowledge to be gained.
He could hear the sewing machine gunning from the front, the rapid, machinegun-like stop and go, long bursts and then shorts. He folded his pants across a
hanger and went to help, to learn.

*

*

Vince stood against the wall of the bare apartment and tried not to watch them
argue.
"Where is it?" Stino asked. "I know you got paid, so I know you got it!"
Dot faced him, holding together the fronts of a faded housecoat. ''I gotta pay
rent, Stino, the brat gotta have food!''
As if in answer to her, a wail came from the crib in the corner.
''Fuck that!'' Stino said. His shoulders heaved in the fitted suit. He had his
back to Vince, looking somehow gallant, like a prince in wool, amid the squalor of
the apartment. "Where is it?"
Vince had his hands in his pockets, feigning an unfelt fascination with the
various-sized roaches that scrambled over the walls and floor. His eyes strayed
around the naked room, which contained little more than the crib, a thin mattress
with a dirty sheet, and a portable radio plugged to the wall.
The baby screamed more furiously, gasping, threating to choke, but Dot paid
no attention.
"You just can't do me any ole kinda way, Stino, come see me only when I got
some money. Who do you think you are?' '
"Freeze that bullshit! I told you I got things to do, that I need to buy fabric
and trimming. Now where did you hide it?"
Dot said nothing; she looked past Stino to Vince, as though she expected him
to intervene. Vince averted his eyes, staring out a grimy window framed by plastic
curtains. The baby gasped for breath. A rat squeaked in the wall.
Stino' s glance darted about the room, then he stalked over to the mattress and
yanked off the sheet. Dot followed him.
"What're you <loin'?"
Stino ignored her, stuck his hand in a gaping hole and felt about. He had a
hand full of straw and a small cellophane bag containing something green. He
flicked the straw away and stuffed the bag in his pocket.
"Hey, gimme my reefer!"
"Shut up!" After looking under the mattress, Stino started toward the crib,
Dot racing before him. She yanked back the quilt and grabbed her purse from next
to the whining, naked infant. Holding the purse to her chest, she tried to flee
toward the bathroom.
"Oh no you don't." Stino grabbed her. "Gimme that purse!"
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''It's mine; let me go!''
They struggled, Dot holding the purse in one hand and clawing at Stino with
the other. The baby sniffled and became quiet. Vince could see the small head
turned to the side, beady eyes watching.
The couple fell on the mattress, Stino on top. Dot's robe flashed open, exposing
plump, jiggling tits and a thatch of dark pubic hair. Stino managed to sit on her,
used his weight to hold her down, then snatched the purse from her hand.
"Give it to me, Stino!" Dot clawed at his clothes, trying to reach the purse.
"Don't go in my purse!"
Stino stiff-armed her away and emptied the purse on the floor.
Dot grew frantic, trying to bite his hand. "Gimme my stuff, Stino!"
A crumpled roll of bills lay among lipstick, mascara and a few pieces of change.
Stino scooped up the roll and counted it, then stuffed it in his pocket. He stood up
and straightened his tie and clothes, patted his hair.
"Let's go! " he said.
Dot remained on the mattress crying softly, her body coiled in a tight fetal ball,
holding closed the robe again with one hand. Both she and the baby stared at Vince,
she with wet-eyed loathing, the baby with that blank ignorance afforded only to the
young.
Vince turned away, falling in line behind Stino.
"What about the baby, Stino?" It was said to their backs, and Stino didn't
answer her. Vince could hear Dot all the way out into the hallway, moaning, sobbing: ''Black mothafucka! Dirty black mothafucka !''
They took a dark set of stairs reeking with stale vomit and piss, and then out
onto the sidewalk crowded with screaming kids and derelicts sitting on stoops. They
walked to the corner of 47th and Cottage, waiting there for a bus or cab, whichever
came first. Neither spoke; Vince kept avoiding Stino's eyes, the silence growing
long and uncomfortable.
"What's wrong with you?" Stino asked finally.
"Nothin' !"
''Come on! Cat got your tongue? I know you wanna say something.' '
Vince shrugged, staring at, but not seeing, the flashing neon of an all-night
barbecue joint across the street.
Stino whirled him around, bending close to his face. "You think I enjoyed doing that, don't you, treating her that way?"
Vince jerked away. ''Nobody said you did.'' He wanted to drop the subject,
forget about the whole thing, but Stino went on, bobbing low in his face.
"I had to do that," Stino defended. "You can't be nice in this world, Vince.
You've gotta be cold as a brick, Vince, and the sooner you realize that, the better
off you ' 11 be!"
Stino peered hopefully into his face, searching for an understanding that was
not there.
"I didn ' t say anything!" Vince said, thinking about the baby wailing for the
food it wouldn 't get. "I didn't say anything at all!"
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MAMA PANTSES
Ronald L. Burns

Vince dragged slowly up the steps to Tina's porch. Goddamn! His back was killing
him, killing him like it always did after slaving all day behind Stino' s sewing
machine. He massaged his fingers into that familiar spot high on his back, while
Tina fumbled for her keys.
"How long should this take?" he asked. "You know those beds at the BoomBoom-Room be goin' fast on Fridays!"
Tina flashed a mouthful of braces and patted the curls of her bleached blond
hair. "Simmer down, anxious! I just have to run in and get my uniform to wear to
work tomorrow!''
Vince started to sink into one of the porch chairs; he wanted to rest his back
against something-anything. "Do I have to go in?"
"Ah, come on," Tina persuaded. "It'll only take a minute." She dazzled him
again with that network of metal and wire fastened to her pearly whites. '' And
besides, I want you to meet my mother!"
She could always bring out the sucker in him with that smile. He followed her
into a dark sitting room that reeked of old sweat and greasy food. Tina murmured a
greeting toward a shadowy comer. Vince saw no one, though he thought he heard a
hoarse, animal-like wheeze, and the subdued sound of munching.
"Mama, I want you to meet Vince!"
Vince heard Tina feeling for the lamp, then a dull click and the corner suddenly blazed with light. He was startled to see an enormously fat woman occupying at
least two-thirds of a battered, sagging loveseat. Her face was coal-black, with a wet
smudge of pink lips, and she sat butt-naked, except for a skimpy little slip that rode
high on her bloated, hamlike thighs.
The fat woman leaned over a cocktail table heaped with grimy plates and
spoons. She had apparently been gorging herself in the dark, for she now sucked the
last piece of meat off the skeleton of some large fish-perhaps a baby shark or barracuda and then, without so much as looking, tossed the skeleton over her shoulder,
where it landed intact at the threshold of a second room adjoining the first.
There was the rattle of chains, and a small dog, derelict-like, with long drooping ears and a tail with an amputated tip, appeared on a leash. The mutt peeked at
Vince only once before grabbing a mouthful of bones and dragging the whole
skeleton out of sight. The brittle sound of crunching bones came clearly as the mutt
devoured the second-hand meal.
Tina bounced her synthetic gold curls in one palm, exchanging a look with her
mother. "Why don't you two get to know each other, while I run upstairs!" She
switched into the room where the mutt was chained, and up a steep staircase.
The fat woman gave a gigantic belch, wiped her greasy fingers on the hem of
her slip, and began to suck her teeth.
"Call me Mama!" she bellowed in a gruff voice.
"Yes, ma'am!"
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Mama took Vince in from head to toe, still sucking her teeth, lapping her
tongue out from time to time to search for any forgotten tidbit on her lips. "So
you're the tailor Tina's told me so much about?"
"Yes, ma' am!" For the first time he noticed that she was nearly bald, her
short, sparse, kinky growth of hair being somehow pulled into an army of stubby
braids, tied with red and blue rubber bands. He felt a flash of pain in his back. To
hell with her offering him a seat! He plopped down on a long couch next to the windows.
The mutt's stub-tail stuck around the threshold, intermittently coiling, then
snapping out to thump the floor. Vince leaned back, and for the first time that
night, his spine felt soothed, comforted. That annoying ache, cause by long,
hunched-over sessions at the machine, began to subside, melt away. And the mutt's
thumping tail seemed to work like a sedative, lulling, quieting that sewing tension,
and the cushioned couch seemed to massage his tired spine. He was surprised to actually find himself drifting, almost dozing off.
"Did you make what you have on?"
Vince popped open one eye. "Yes, ma'am!"
"You did? That's really good work! Stand up! Let me see!"
Vince slowly pulled himself to his feet, his back screaming in protest.
"What kind of material is that?"
''Silk and wool,'' Vince said. He was surprised to see Mama bend, then yank a
huge magnifying glass from under the table. She flattened it to her face, and peered
at him through it. Vince saw the one eye under the glass suddenly grow gigantic,
like a hard-boiled ostrich egg, and half of her already thick lips swell plumper, like
two juicy link sausages turned sideways. The glass somehow caught the lamp light,
magnifying its heat to the boiling point, and aiming the hot ray directly at Vince.
"Oh, that's nice," Mama said. "Turn around!"
Vince sighed, gritting his teeth. He was tireder than a fuck, his back aching,
the magnifying glass burning him up, and this fat bitch wanted him to put on a
fashion show.
"Are them pantses pleated?"
"Yes, ma'am!''
"Is the shirt made out of that wool and silk stuff too!"
"Yes!"
''I like that hippie collar!''
"Nayroo collar," Vince corrected. Finally he sat back down and Mama's eyes
and lips returned to normal as she took the glass away. Damn! What was taking
Tina so long? He couldn't stand much more of Mama, and too, his pal, Stino, had
told him that he would have to get to the Boom-Boom-Room early, if he and Tina
didn't want to wait for a bed. The Boom-Boom-Room: "a cheap, fast-sheets hotel
on Wabash,'' Stino had called it, where for ten bucks you could screw yourself blind
for twelve hours. Vince could take a raincheck on the sex tonight, but just the
thought of resting his back in a cozy, queen-sized bed had him darting anxious
glances at his watch.
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"You do good work," Mama said. She pulled a bunch of bananas from under
the table, sat them on top of the plates and utensils, then began to systematically
peel and devour them whole, flinging the peels over her shoulder at the mutt, which
gummed them down, wagging its tail for more. "I oughta get you to make me
some thin'," Mama said around a mouthful. "If your prices ain't too high ... !"
Vince smiled evilly on the inside, thinking it would take a small fortune to buy
enough yards of cloth to spread around that fat ass.
"You know, I do a little sewing myself," Mama said. "Nothing fancy,
though!''
"Oh, you do?" He hoped Mama wasn't going to show him any of her sewing,
some fucked-up piece of work with crooked seams and hanging threads, which he'd
be expected to ''ooh'' and '' aah'' over, praise her for being a master seamstress.
''Do you have a shop?''
"No," he said, "right now I'm sewing out of friend's apartment!" He stared
at his watch. Where was Tina?
"Oh," Mama's tongue slithered out and remained in the corner of her lips as
she leaned toward Vince. ''Do you do alterations?''
Vince tightened like someone had just jammed him with a needle: so that's
1
what she's after. And he prayed silently, 'Please don't let this fat bitch have
anything to hem, take in, let out, or repair. '' But he knew it was like begging for
ice-water, when you were already barbecuing in hell. Just plain useless! Almost
everyone, once finding out he could sew, had clothes they wanted him to work on,
alter for free.
"Yes, ma'am," he answered carefully. "I do some alterations, but.. .. " He
wanted to tell her that he wasn't an alteration tailor, that he was an aspiring
designer and hated doing alterations (even for money), that if she had any clothes to
be altered, she should take them to a cleaners or some bullshit tailor that specialized
in such work.
But the excitement was already showing in her face. She started to rise, and
Vince saw the short slip ease even higher, until, if she were capable of gaping her
enormous thighs, he'd have been able to shake hands with her snatch. But midway
up she seemed to think better of it, as if the thought of rising was too much, and
yelled out, "Tina. Tinnnnna!"
Tina bustled in almost immediately, carrying her hospital uniform on a plastic
covered hanger. "Yes, mama?"
"Get them bags of clothes outta the basement, girl!"
Bags? He just knew he hadn't heard "bags," not with that damning, plural
"s". This big chick couldn't expect that much free labor. But he saw Tina switch
into the basement and then come back lugging three huge green Hefty trash bags,
struggling and reeling under their weight. The bags landed with a colossal thud at
Vince's feet, spewing out on the carpet a multitude of old clothes and the funkiest,
most obnoxious odor Vince had ever smelt. The stench almost knocked him to his
knees, and the garments that had spilled out were literally standing on their own,

cruddy and stiff with who-knows-what.

Stories and Prose Forms/ 2 7

"Why don't you take a look and see what you can repair," Mama encouraged.
She had her head thrown back and was pouring a valentine-shaped box of chocolates
down her throat. Finished, she tossed the empty box over her shoulder, swollen jaws
greedily humping up and down. Tina just posed beside her mother, smiling a metalfilled smile, and fluffing a hand full of curls.
Vince extended a trembling hand, reaching with caution into the bag nearest
him, expecting at any moment to be bitten, his hand dismembered by some beast
from the funky depths. He felt around the cold, clammy mess of fabric and quickly
jerked out a rigid pair of pedal-pushers. They were old, green, and monstrously
large, spreading out as wide as a bed sheet at Vince's hands. At that moment, he
heard an odd fluttering and then jerked stiff in this seat as a hail of tiny winged
creatures-such as gnats or lice-rose from the bag and swarmed around his head.
Just as suddenly they began to disperse in a hundred directions, most disappearing, a
few lingering , lighting on the wall or fluttering aimlessly about.
They must have a nest in the filthy rags, Vince thought with sickness, a
breeding place.
'' Can you fix 'em?'' Mama asked, as if nothing extraordinary had taken place.
'' I useta love them pantses! ''
Squinching his nose up tight, he held the pants to the light, examining them
only long enough to discover the rip of the center back seam, that common tear
which occurs when large asses try to jam themselves into tight slacks three sizes too
small.
"I can fix ' em," he said, thinking he'd be glad to find the nearest garbage can
so he could dump this mountain of bullshit in it.
''What about the other clothes?'' Mama asked.
"I can fix it all," Vince said quickly. He damn sure wasn't going to stick his
hand in and pull out anything else.
"When do you think you'll have them ready?"
He pretended to mull over her question: "Oh, sometime next week!"
"Don't you need my measurements?"
Vince almost laughed. There wasn't a tape measure in the world long enough
to go around that girth. He gathered up the bags.
"See you soon, young man," Mama said, as he and Tina stood in the doorway.
Even the mutt ventured out the few feet the leash would allow it, wagging its
stubby tail in farewell. "Get them bags of pantses back to me as soon as possible."
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LEAHLI GETS SICK
Sue Greenspan

Sunday evening in the day room of a private mental hospital in surburban Chicago.
This is the adolescent ward, the patients here range in age from thirteen to seventeen. There are two such wards in this hospital, but they differ in that this ward,
Two North, is run on a system of behavior modification. Each patient is placed on a
level which is determined by evaluating each patient's behavior at the end of each
week. Privileges correspond to each level and induce the patients to act in the
prescribed manner to enjoy such privileges as eating in the hospital dining area instead of on the ward. In the day room the patients are allowed to play pool or other
social games and watch TV. In some ways, the day room resembles a college lounge
with its wallpaper mural of a forest in autumn, its posters boasting such slogans as
"Today is the beginning of Tomorrow," and its population of young faces.
It is after dinner and the accompanying Quiet Hour, when the patients must
stay in their rooms for an hour each night and meditate. The TV is on, as it is
every evening, with the volume turned all the way up. Only a few people appear to
be watching it. There is also an eight track player with its volume all the way up.
Rupert, wearing new clothes from a recent pass home, is in his ever-present place at
the pool table. Rupert is allowed home more frequently than nost of the other
patients, and his doctor will probably release him on the basis of his having stayed
out of trouble on these test trips home.
There is an invisible line separating the day room from the hall. The
psychiatric social workers, all of whom are graduate students, tend to sit in groups
at the tables there. There is one staffer (psychiatric social worker) for three or four
kids. There are two shifts of staffers and three people who work the after-lights-out
graveyard shift.
There is a wall of plexiglass windows across from the invisible line. If you stand
on the invisible line and face west you will be looking at a row of hopper windows.
If you look through these windows, you will see I.T.U. I.T.U. stand for Intensive
Therapy Unit and rumours of being rather fearsome. This is where they put you
when you are very bad. The ward consists of single rooms where the patient spends
most of the time, and occasionally someone's face can be seen at the window. Both
Two North and I.T.U. are on the second floor. Separating these two wings, there is
a paved courtyard in which volleyball is played. If you are a Two Norther, you get a
quarter for each game of volleyball you play. You also get a quarter for taking a
prescribed number of baths a week, and for other similar chores. Out of this weekly
allowance comes your supply of cigarettes, coke and candy.
When you stand on the invisible line, six feet behind each shoulder blade is a
chalkboard and a bulletin board. Your hips are nearly touching one of the tables or
parson's chairs which silently populate the ward. To your left is the pool table and
the fake forest. To your right is a line of couches and the TV. Above the couches
are bookshelves carrying an entire World Book Encyclopedia which someone
donated once. No one ever reads these except Leahli. Leahli spends most of her time
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reading or watching TV. She talks to people because a staffer said if she didn ' t she
would spend a week in Q.R.
Q.R. is the quiet room. It is a ten by twelve with a mattress and four leather
straps. When you hit someone, try to escape, burn yourself with a cigarette to make
a tattoo, steal something or look crabby that day, you are bodily picked up by two
men they keep for such things. The one who looks like a former heavy-weight boxer
grabs your armpits and squeezes them, tightly, tightly, until your arms are blue.
You kick while he is doing this, and the other guy grabs your ankles, and they carry
you out of the day room, past the nursing station, and around the corner. Just when
you think they are going to open the door that leads to I.T.U. , they open a steel
door and you are in Q.R. They strap you down spread-eagle to that plastic mattress
and maybe they give you one upside the face and say you tried to ge·t away. Then
they leave you. And you lie there with your wrists and ankles squeezed by the
leather straps. It gets cold at night even in summer because of the air conditioning
and you lie there. Sometimes they might remember to bring you food , or let you go
to a special bathroom which has no light or window but is just four walls of steel
with no door handle on the inside. They leave you in Q.R. for a week sometimes. If
you are going to get raped, it takes place in Q.R.
But whether you are in Q.R. or lighting a cigarette down the hall by the boys
rooms with the special electric wall lighter, if you are out of sight you are forgotten.
There are forty people on Two North and a dozen staffers, and you are only noticed
enough to get picked on. This is the special job of your psychiatrist. He may be
selected by your parents, who wear odd expressions these days when they come to
see you once or twice a week, or he may be selected by a court. But he comes to see
you dressed in his little suit, his graying hair so different from the mid-twenties
styles of the staff, so much like your father. He stands by the nursing station and
idly looks at the metal board with magnets with the kids ' names on them. You
move your magnet to the row marked Dinner when you go down to eat, you move
your magnet to play volleyball, to go out on pass, to take a shower. Your shrink
stands there and fools with your magnet and sees one marked BURR. He takes his
notepad from his coat pocket and flips through pages of eccentric sprawl and doodles
of naked women until he remembers that Two North has a golden setter named
Burr. Then he looks around to see where the dog is, and he sees a lad of fifteen
throwing a misshapen blue rubber thing across the room and a big yellow dog bounding after it. He should feel some twinge somewhere, some swallowed emotion that
a kid can play with a dog in a room full of forty other kids, but all he sees is the
ame on the kid ' s face, the scar where he burned himself repeatly in perverse adornment on his right bicep, and the greasy hair.
Tim picks up the rubber dog toy shaped in a figure-eight and shakes it while Burr
pants and bounces up and down, ready to leap after it in any direction. The toy is
covered with dog spit and is slimy, smelly. Tim can feel the thin layer of scum sticking to his palm, and when he squeezes the toy it is spongy. He is trying to decide
who to throw it at next. He tries to hit people with it, and then laughs when Burr
comes by and pummels them with here eager tail and nose. Tim looks across the
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room and sees Rupert poised for one of his famous two-balls-at-once shots. He is
wearing a pair of bla.ck polyester pan~ with a paper tag stitched to his right hip
which reads Cheap Willy's. The right hip is cocked way out in the air, and Rupert is
leaning deep into the pool table, his long black fingers making a cage around the tip
of the cue. His hair is recently corn-rowed and it makes him look older. Rupert
wears a pair of immense black shoes. Their heels are square pillars tall enough to
house offices. It is there Tim is planning to throw Burr's toy. Tim knows if he hits
Rupert in the leg with the toy, Rupert will threaten to shove the toy and the dog
down Tim's throat. Rupert will work up one of his mean looks and glare at Tim
through his pink aviator glas.ses, and Tim will have to shrug and smile and apologize
like a friggin' fairy asshole. So he leans back a little on the couch, feels his pack of
cigarettes get crushed in his back pocket and arcs the toy to Rupert's feet. It lands
just as Rupert's right arm is drawing back to make his shot, and when Burr comes
charging up, Rupert snaps his arm and sends the cue ball on its deadly path. Burr,
having jostled people and ignored the resulting fists on her passing flanks , grabs the
toy and eyes Rupert. Burr's tail swishes frenetically , and her mouth drools onto
Rupert's shoe. Her fore-paws are stretched out in front of her and her jowls are only
a few inches from the floor. Her eyes are rolled up at Rupert and he looks down at
her. The tail moves faster in the air, and yellow hairs appear on Rupert' s new pants.
He sees this and feels affronted. He thinks that he has cool, that he carries it around
him like a cloak. Rupert thinks cool is impervious, that it is stink-proof, bullet-proof,
can survive fires and can make the right dude fly. But he knows that cool is also a
delicate thing that is brushed aside unless carefully preserved. Dog hairs do not
preserve a cool. Thus, he looks down at Burr and says, "Git away from me, mutt,"
and makes to give the dog a sound kick, but Burr is too quick and dashes across the
room back to Tim. Rupert follows Burr's path to Tim with a stern gaze and then
sends a little "watch yourself, fucker" eye contact at Tim's direction.
Tim sees Rupert leaning on his pool stick, looking at him bad-ass, and laughs to
himself. He thinks about flipping Rupert the bird. The impulse is in his hand. His
right middle finger twitches a little and he aches to do it but he doesn't. Tim feels a
smaller tremor in his guts. And when Burr gets back and drops the toy, he eases the
tension in his right hand by slapping Burr on the side of the head and gets up to
light a cigarette.
It was like that every Sunday.
On this particular Sunday, three things were different. One was that Burr had been
washed yesterday by Kelly and Leahli in the Hydrotherapy Room. Burr was now lying on the floor next to the wall of couches with the toy between her forepaws; she
was gnawing one end and growling softly. Leahli was sitting exactly between Burr
and the invisible line. She could smell Burr gradually converting from dog-shampoo
smell to just plain dog smell. She could also smell the peculiar sterile-but-potent odor
central air conditioning has. She could smell her newly laundered clothes. The
couch she was sitting on had butcher-block-st yle arm rests, and had been sat on by

decades of people. It had a smell of cloth and too many bodies and dog, but Leahli
couldn't smell it. The encyclopedia in her hands, open to ''Horse,'' had its smell-
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the-paper smell and the glue smell and the mingling of each in different parts of the
page, the smell of book cloth and stamped letters and the different smells of each
ink, but Leahli was not thinking about the book in her hand just then. The book
rested on both of her open palms as if it were something of great reverence, and as
her mind drifted , her hands slowly drifted down to her legs, where they rested ,
knuckles exactly between kneecap and hip joint.
Leahli was looking at two things while she pretended to watch TV. You can ' t
just stare at someone, although one of the people was Lorraine, who didn ' t care
what went on: but Leahli knew that someone would notice her looking at Lorraine,
and so she didn' t do it openly. The other person she was looking at was Kelly. And
you can ' t just stare off into space, because even though this was a nut house, no one
wanted to seem nuts. So Leahli watched Lorraine and Kelly while pretending to
watch a made-for-TV movie with a kid who did dope and fucked and such, all
accompanied by top-of-the-chart heavy metal acid rock.
Lorraine was sitting on the floor knitting. She had two plastic needles with
blunt ends and a skein of pink yam. She sat cross-legged with the knitted part covering her ankles. It was a pink blotch with no regular shape. It went in and out along
its edges and was almost triangular before it went oblong again. Lorraine was knitting a wooly amoeba. Every now and then she would stop, hands arrested like a
machine with a power failure , and stare down at the worn carpet. Then she would
smack her left palm onto the floor as if killing a bug (except the floor was devoid of
insects- at best she squashed a cigarette burn). Lorraine always did this. She would
be sitting and smoking a butt pulled out of an ashtray, and she ' d start crawling
across the floor , her terse brown hair not lank now but full of movement, her pants
shush-shushing against the carpet' s rough surface, and she ' d finally smack her hand
down, and then return to squatting and smoking again.
Leahli was almost used to Lorraine, but she had a hidden fascination for Lorraine and would never show it because Leahli knew how the other kids would react.
Leahli did not want to make waves. Lorraine was the subject of jokes because her
roommate had come in and found Lorraine lying on top of a pillow, hugging it to
her. Leahli could understand why the girls reacted with such shock and disgust, but
she couldn ' t interpretate what the muffled guffaws of the boys and staff signified.
But she kept her mouth shut.
There was something different about Kelly tonight. It you didn ' t know her,
you 'd still see that she was not acting her normal self ... unless you were the most insensitive viewer. Kelly had short blond hair that had ripples, not curls, and was
always dirty. Always. Her profile was typical enough; she looked like a Nordic
cherub. Kelly was one of those odd people whose faces seem to be entirely miscast
for their bodies. She was chubby all over, she had pudgy hands and fat on her
elbows. She had dimples where the skin should have showed shoulder blades or
ankles. And she was dumb as a batch of fresh plaster. Leahli was convinced there
was something incongruent about Kelly.
Kelly sat at a table where people were playing cards. They were playing with
the deck with the mismatched backs. Anyone with drive could memorize which
card was which and win all the time, but no one did, and the two staffers who were
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playing didn't seem to care any more than the kids did. Kelly was not playing, she
was staring at Lorraine, her blue eyes opened so wide the whites showed on the tops
and bottoms of her irises. Kelly usually talked a lot, but tonight she was silent. Kelly
never got a joke and smiled wanly, but tonight she would laugh suddenly, exposing
a myriad of crooked and decaying teeth. Leahli could see people pointing to Kelly
and smiling slightly, but Leahli could not figure it out. All she knew was that Kelly
had just come back from a five-hour pass home.
Lorraine took no notice of Kelly or anyone. She sat facing the darkened windows, singing softly to herself. She was thinking that she had three more skeins hidden in her room. She was trying to remember what color the finished knittings were
so she could decide how she was going to connect them all. She was trying to figure
out a way to connect them all and a method of obtaining the yarn she would need
to do it. Her ankles were numb, her fingers ached, but she didn't care. She would
drop a stitch and go on without swearing or going back and trying to pick it up. She
just knitted away, holding her elbows out stiffly away from her body, the ends of the
needles almost under her chin. Lorraine did not look directly at her fingers as she
knitted, but watched the feet of people. She had been spending the last half hour
watching the feet of people around the pool table. Rupert's immense and fearsome
black shoes, Tim's black leather ones, scuffed and with one of the decorative brass
buckles broken off (they were almost like pilgrim shoes). There were a pair of blue
Adidas and a pair of earth shoes. Lorraine saw the cuffs of pants but pretended not
to. She was afraid it would make her curious about the person owning that set of
shoes, that she would have to know who went with which pair. Then she would
have to learn the nuances of scuff and broken shoe lace in case someone new came
in with a similar pair. Lorraine knew she couldn't afford to take any interest in
anyone, and as she thought this, her knitting took on a regular pattern, she dropped
no stitches, her elbows fell naturally to her sides, and a lock of hair fell over her
forehead.
Leahli watched Lorraine drop her elbows and wondered what she was thinking.
The pink skein was crumbly with only having a few yards left; it was a shell of its
former tight and busy little bundle. Kelly was wearing a pink sweater with moth
holes in it. Kelly sat sucking her fingers and watching Lorraine knit. Lorraine suddenly turned her head and fastened a pair of surprisingly fierce blue eyes on Kelly's
flaccid face. Lorraine narrowed her eyes and froze her face. Kelly sat dumbly;
something flickered a second across her forehead and died in the mass of dirty hair.
They were a good ten feet away from each other, and Kelly looked afraid. Lorraine's
face unfroze, and she turned her head back to her knitting. Leahli retained an impression of a snarl. Some soft of menace seemed to radiate out of Lorraine for an instant after she dropped back to her knitting and then was gone. For the first time,
Leahli thought Lorraine was dangerous. Leahli watched Kelly's face unfold in fear
seconds after Lorraine had turned back to knitting; she acted as if she were receiving
the shock wave. But Kelly was too doped-up to reach much, and Leahli was afraid
Kelly would laugh. Leahli felt a little sick; she tensed up; the encyclopedia fell
heavily to the ground, but Leahli didn't notice. Burr looked at her a second, then
resumed chewing the toy. A staff member looked up at Leahli and wrote something
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down. Kelly took her fingers out of her mouth. They were very wet and a small
drop of drool started to roll down Kelly's hand and across her wrist. Kelly 's mouth
started to form something incoherent, and Leahli waited to see if she was gonna
laugh or cry. But instead, Kelly turned to one of the card players and bummed a
cigarette. She didn ' t look in Lorraine's direction for the rest of the evening.
Sunday evening. In one hour, the "level ones" will have to go to bed. In two
hours, the "level twos " will go to bed. Once you are in your room , however, you
can do what you want, as long as you stay in your room. And as long as you get up
and are dressed at seven a.m. the next morning.
Leahli leans against the jamb of the nursing station. Every doorway has an invisible line separating in and out. Leahli was straddling the line in the nursing station doorway. She was holding onto the molding with both hands, her fingers spread
apart. They looked very white against the brown aluminum. One of the other patients, the prized one who was the sole patient on level three, came up behind her
and poked her. He had dark wooly hair and immense lips. He reminded Leahli of a
giraffe eating a carrot out of a keeper's hand at the zoo. Huge, groping lips. His last
name was something Apolis. Leahli didn't like him because he called her "the new
cunt,'' even though girls had been placed on the ward more recently than she.
Apolis pushed Leahli and she fell down. She rolled over on her back and saw a
woman in white leaning over her and shouting at her to get up. Leahli said, "I need
an aspirin," and the woman hit her because everyone knows you don ' t need an
aspirin to get up.
Finally, when the took the thermometer out of Leahli's mouth, Leahli focused
her eyes on the woman' s face. The woman had nicks all over her face as if she had
been shaving. Leahli slowly closed her eyes against the bright white tables and walls
and light of the nursing station.
If you had walked by the nursing station on your way back from the wall
lighter, the water fountain , or the day room bathrooms, you would have seen Leahli
in a pale blue synthetic shirt being held up by the armpits by one of the graveyard
shift orderlies. You might have wondered what was going on, and you would have
heard a woman shrieking into a telephone about a community hospital. You would
have seen and heard that much and moved on because you wanted to stay out of
trouble yourself.
When the woman took the thermometer out of Leahli 's mouth, Leahli asked, in
a faint voice, what her temperature was. Leahli knew she was feverish because she
kept seeing Lorraine ' s little bug friends skittering across the white linoleum of the
nursing station. The woman told Leahli that it was a hundred and four, but that she
was to tell everyone it was a hundred and two. Leahli, leaning her sweating back
against the glass of the nursing station's window, moved her head up and down, and
felt her scalp roll against the glass. The woman talked to her about permission forms
and suits and allergies, but Leahli kept up a steady murmur of "Aspirin, I need
aspirin. I need .... "
Then a plump hand with dry skin appeared under Leahli ' s nose. She looked
down into the upturned hand and saw a small white paper cup. In the cup was a
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white pill with "B" engraved in it. Then there was a small paper cup of water. The
paper cups smelled good. They smelled like comfort. Leahli took the aspirin. Then
she tried to forget about how achy and sick she was, as an orderly dragged her to
her room. Leahli turned her head toward the day room and tried to see if anyone
noticed, but she could not make out whether anyone was looking her way. So she
closed her eyes and let the orderly drag her to her room, asking which bed was hers.
She opened one eye and looked around, then replied it was the one with the watercolor set on it. The orderly sat Leahli on the ground, where she fell over into a sick
heap. He pulled back her blankets, stripped Leahli and put her in bed. Before the
orderly closed the door, Leahli almost asked her mother for a good night kiss, but
didn ' t.
It was four a.m. when Leahli awoke. Her blankets were soaking wet. She
could make out objects in the room, so she got up and found one of her old flannel
nightgowns to wear. On the way back to bed, Leahli heard a sort of crackling noise
right next to her ear, but she paid no attention. After lying in the dark a few
moments, she looked out the plexiglass window and began to stare at the uppermost
branches of an oak tree. The tree was very black and grotesque against the blue
night sky, and Leahli knew that the tree grew in the cemetery where the majority of
her family was buried. Leahli shifted her game to a dark corner, and in moving her
head felt something liquid in her left ear. She put her finger up to her ear, but the liquid was on the inside, so she could not touch it. "Something must have broken,"
Leahli said to the dark, and tried to go to sleep. But she could feel more liquid
trickling into her ear and she began to feel a sort of throbbing. She whistled to see if
she could hear it, but her whistle sounded muffled somehow. She placed her ear
next to her pillow, but it began to hurt terrifically, with a definite burning sensation.
She rolled over on her side, with the ear in the air so that the liquid could drain
back to where it came from, but it still hurt, hurt, hurt.
Leahli began to whimper softly and a few of the tears rolled into the other ear.
Leahli got up and walked to the door of her room. Cautiously, she turned the knob
to see. if the door was locked. It wasn't. Leahli crept to the day room where the
three night staff sat eating animal crackers and watching an old Saint movie. Two of
the staff people got up when Leahli approached them and, exposing rows of fearsome teeth, left. Leahli couldn't figure out why. But they left an immense black
woman, who had a half-finished crossword puzzle on the table. She listed to Simon
Templer's comments without a murmur, and Leahli walked around the table so that
she was facing the woman, but not in the way of the TV. The woman had a bandana tied around her head and a dozen gold rings on her fingers. The woman did
not ask Leahli anything, just shifted her eyes from the TV to Leahli and back to the
TV. Leahli asked for an aspirin, saying she had an earache. The woman did not
reply. Leahli then said she had a high fever earlier and the woman turned her face
towards Leahli and said, '' Aspirin ain't gonna do nuffin fo no earache,'' and then
turned back to the TV. The woman had a lot of gold teeth, and a single small hoop

earring in the ear away from Leahli.
Leahli stood there a while trying to figure out a way to get relief from the now
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excruciating pain in her ear. She shook her head every now and then as if trying to
dislodge the pain, but it remained constant. A skinny white staffer came and sat
down next to Leahli, stepping on Burr's paws. Burr let out a yelp, and for that the
guy hit her. Burr slunk away. This staffer also had a lot of gold teeth. Leahli turned
and looked down into a face swollen with acne. She repeated her request for an
aspirin. The staffer just grinned his golden and decaying teeth at her and patted her
rear end.
Then the black woman got up, and placing her hands on her hips, told Leahli
"Listen, little white girl, you git yer ass in yer room. I ain't no nurse, so don't
gripe at me or I'll take a crow bar to ya in Q.R." And sat down again. Leahli began
to back away as the skinny white guy began to laugh. She trudged back to her
room, head tilted to one side. The next day, she was deaf in her left ear. And she
was never treated for it.
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THE GALLERY
James 0. Elder

It's a small dark room with a red naked light bulb snoozing silently in the ceiling
while casting two shadowy figures on the wall-a feature that any bona fide
"shooting gallery" must have. The blonde wood furniture in the gallery, a dresser
and a set of matching twin beds, was originally designed to be used by children, and
it was Sarah Stewart who brought it home from Ember Furniture Store after making
a ten dollar down payment on it thirteen years ago. But a lot of things can change
in thirteen years, and usually do. Maxwell is sitting on one of the beds snorting
dope off a small white plate bordered by pink roses with short green stems, while
Gus is sitting on the other bed near the one narrow window in the room that has
been painted black-nobody knows when or why-with a syringe of heroin stuck in
his left forearm. The initials G.S. & C.S. are carved in the thick tar-like paint covering the window, and they are the only way you can tell whether it's day or night
outside. It's night now, but if it were a bright and sunny day outside, those initials
would stand out like a neon sign in the dark alley. The G.S. stands for Garibaldi
Stewart, which is Gus's real name, but don't ever let him hear you call him
Garibaldi unless you know him real well or else you' re close kin to him, because
Gus has busted a lot of heads about that name. A word to the wise should be sufficient; Willis Parks found out the hard way. The C.S. stands for Constantinople
Stewart, Gus's twin brother who got shipped off to Nam and never came back.
Their mother, Sarah, received a letter from the Army saying that he was "MISSING IN ACTION," but that's been about five years ago now and all of the
American troops have since pulled out, so nobody's expecting Connie to come
home except Sarah, who, when she has had one pint too many (which used to be
just on weekends but lately happens with more and more frequency during the
week), will tell Mrs. Woolridge on the second floor, "Connie's coming home this
weekend, so I'm gone have to clean up them boys' room real good. I seen a sign
and signs don't lie. Last night I dreamed I saw a flock of white geese flying north,
and that can mean only one thing: Connie's coming home."
Gus is sitting on his bed with his parted feet pointing in opposite directions at a
45 degree angle, his six-foot frame leaning forward, shoulders slumped, head bowed
limply at the neck, his elbows resting on his knees. He's clenching and unclenching
his left hand to keep that fat vein pumped up that's shaking down his forearm like
an obese earthworm while his right hand is playing with the plunger on the syringe.
He pushes it in until nearly all of the murky brown juice has been forced from the
clear tube, then hooks the top of his thumbnail under the rim of the plunger and
pulls it back out, sucking up one part dope and three parts blood into the plastic
tube. He repeats the process again, and again, and again, teasing himself and loving
it.
"Ain't shootin' the shit enough?" Max cracked sarcastically "Why you gotta
jack off with the fuckin' needle too?"
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Gus raised his bowed head , cocked his left eye wide at Max and produced a feeble smile that only registered on one corner of his lips, and in a slow and raspy voice
said, "You jack off your way, and I'll jack off my way, and I'll get to heaven before
you. ''
"Yeah, you catch a fuckin ' bubble in that syringe and you ain ' t gone know
heaven from hell! "
"Well, as long as I go first class, non-stop, I don ' t give a fuck. Besides, you
waste the fuckin' shit tootin ' it and Lord knows I've got to have all mine, you dig. "
"You fuck around and O.D. on me I'm gone drag your ass out in the alley like
Chili-man did Susette and let them fuckin ' alley rats eat off your nose.' '
"Fuck you, Max! " Gus said wearily, as he turned on the radio on top of the
dresser near Maxwell and caught the first bar of Trane and the gang blowing
"My Favorite Things. " He shut his eyes and watched the barrage of musical notes
explode into stars like fireworks at a Chinese festival. He heard each note distinctly
and separately from the others, and just as clearly he saw them rocket off the launching pad in the pit of his stomach, climb a mile past his eyes, and detonate into a
prismatic array of yellows, blues, reds, oranges, greens, violets, and indigos.
Although he could smell the colors and taste the flavor of them on his tongue, he
could not label them to save his life. Oh, he saw them as clear as you would an
elephant in a sauna, but his mind's eye refused to tell him the names of the colors.
Refusing to quit on the game, he lay down on his back on a red and white vinyl air
mattress which was floating on a sea of black and gray mercury oil in the bottom of
a goose-neck flower vase. He tried to catch the rocketing musical notes of McCoy ' s
piano as they whizzed by him in eighth notes before they exploded overhead and
showered him in sixteenth notes. He just smiled and played the game inside his
head. Max and the rest of the world no longer existed, not now , not while that
heroin was dog-paddling through his veins.
Maxwell says, "Fuck yourself, Brother," but Gus doesn ' t hear him ; he doesn ' t
even hear his mother in the kitchen washing dishes in that sagging sink that he was
supposed to fix by propping a couple of two-by-fours under the front of it; he
doesn ' t hear her singing that spiritual song, the one that he hates that Connie used
to sing in church every first Sunday; and he doesn't hear her when she stops singing
and washing and reaches for her beige coffee mug on the stove as white suds fall
from her small thin hand like melting show onto the floor. But what he does know
is that the coffee mug doesn't have any coffee in it. GORDON'S GIN AND
MELTED ICE CUBES-he knows that without hearing and without seeing, and so
does Max. Using his left hand as a leverage Max slides back against the wall, feeling
his sweaty palm press down on the gritty dirt in Connie ' s bed, he quickly washes
the thought from his mind, knowing that's where he slept last night and more than
likely that ' s where he ' ll sleep tonight. rle hates to go home almost as much as he
hates to see Gus shoot dope, and there ' s nothing that he hates more than that, not
so much from fear of what Gus is doing to himself, but a fear of what it would be
like for Gus to O.D. and leave him all alone. That's what he ' s afraid of, being alone
just like he is right now, while Gus is playing hide-n-seek in a world that only has
room for one. He actually envies Gus's serene solitude, but he ' d never tell anybody
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that, not even Gus. What he would tell you is that he and Gus are running buddies,
and that running buddies hustle together, get high together, and, if need be, die
together. But what running buddies do most is just rap. They rap about applying for
a job that tht>y never got because some racist honky behind the front desk didn't
like the way they were dressed: wide-brimmed hats, colorful clothes, and spitshined shoes. They rap about their mops and how they quit school rather than
shave them off; they rap about the first time they "bust a nut" inside a girl and
how they thought they had pissed on her; they rap about boostin' gold and diamond
jewelry out of Peacock's right in from of them honkies' faces; they rap about knocking some fine, sidity bitch who usually turns her nose up at niggers like them and
turning her out on the stroll to turn cheap tricks for a habit because she's got a
hang-up about a father figure, which she don't know about, but they do', because
they rap about it. They rap about niggers, they rap about honkies, they rap about
old news, new news, but what they like to rap about most are players: MEN WITH
LONG CARS, FINE WOMEN, AND LOTS OF CASH: MEN WHO ARE FREE
ENOUGH TO DO WHATEVER THEY FEEL LIKE DOING. But what they
never rap about is the pain, the pain that constantly throbs in their guts, begging for
fulfillment of those abandoned childhood dreams they were bred to cherish, knowing
those dreams are a million miles away and moving fast in the opposite directions.
And Max knows that if Gus O.D. 'she'll be without a rappy, and heroin don't get
him high enough to fill that void.
Sitting on Connie's bed, cradling the plate of dope in his lap with his back
pressed against the wall, Max scoops the outdated Sears bank card in the small
mound of brown powder. Lifting it up to his nose, he snorts a hefty one-n-one up
each nostril. Gus is sitting on his own bed, still nodding, his body limp and leaning
forward, the empty blood-streaked syringe drooping from his left forearm. The
needle stuck in a collapsing vein about five inches above his wrist is the only thing
keeping it from just falling to the dust-and-grit-covered linoleum-the gray linoleum
with the yellow rocket ships and blue astronauts which covers the old worn black
and red linoleum that Max has never seen and Gus doesn't remember. Gus's right
hand is hovering over the space where he once held the syringe upright-he still
believes he's holding upright-and if you were to break his lethargic trance in order
to caution him, he'd say, without raising his head or opening his eyes, "Don't be
fuckin' with me; I'm noddin'."
Max knows better than to fuck with Gus when he's nodding, boosting, or screwing-in that particular order of importance-and that knowing when and when not
to violate each other's air space is the most crucial element in their relationship; it's
the thread by which running buddies hang. There are times, like now, when Max
wishes there weren't any rules of the game and he could share his troubled feeling
with Gus the way they used to share all of their troubles. But as it stands, Gus has
his side of the room, and Max has his, and even though Max knows that a white
shadow has crept into the darkened room, there is nothing he can do about it. It's
like watching a three-year-old child run through the house with a butcher knife in
her hand. A loud warning can be more harmful than silence. So he waits and
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watches, knowing that tonight will be different from all the other nights.
A laminated lithograph, The Crying Clown , is hanging on the wall facing Max,
about nine feet from where he's sitting on the bed. His glassy brown eyes, with the
dilated pupils and the sagging eyelids, watch the painting through the dusky red
light as if it were the first time he'd seen it, when in fact he ' s seen it nearly every
day for the last three years. Every time he gets really stoned and Gus has nodded
out on him, he studies it with wrinkle-browed intensity. When the Gallery is
jammed tight, like it was Wednesday night, and everybody is getting high and talking shit, Max doesn ' t even notice that there's a painting in the room. But when
he ' s alone, he studies it with a mountain-top sense of loneliness that quivers in his
stomach like an empty wagon rolling on cast-iron wheels. Sometimes he studies the
red-white-and-blue-striped dunce cap which has a yellow porn-porn on the tip of it
that hangs down by the clown's right ear. Sometimes he studies the white ruffled
pilgrim collar which reminds him of guillotines, turkey shoots, and witch hunts.
Sometimes he studies the cherry-red circles on the clown ' s cheeks or the white
powder on his face , and sometimes it ' s the larger-than-life mouth with the upturned
smile or the bright red ball on the tip of the clown ' s nose. But tonight he studies
the clown ' s eyes, the pitiful sad blue eyes with the glossy gray tears brimming his
eyelids and cascading down his cheeks, streaking his make-up into a fine thin stream
of murky red, white, and blue colors slithering down a narrow path on either side of
his face. Watching the painting with a pressing sense of loneliness, Max remembers
when he first met Gus at the Franklin Park swimming pool, eleven years ago come
summer.
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A QUICK SIGHT OF GRANDMA BEASLEY
Cris Burks

The car was as bare as an empty casket but not as satiny. There were no decorations
in the windows, no baby shoes draped over the rear view mirror, no hula dancers
with dried straw skirts, no stickers, tickets, or car deodorant to offset the dreariness
of the black and grey Nash. The smooth grey vinyl, stain and crinkle free, was
sweaty against Lacey's skin. There was a muskiness in the car. Even with the windows down, the bitterness caused Lacey's nose to pack, lock its doors, and move to
crisper air. The scent reminded her of the summer she spent in Jackson with her
third cousin, Flora. How the foul air of roasting flesh from the cemetery behind
Flora's house caused mosquitos to flee, birds to faint, and Lacey to see haints in
every corner of Flora's dark house.
Mrs. Cooper eased under the steering wheel and silently closed the car door. It
pleased Lacey that her mother could be so daintily quiet at times. The silence
between them was like that of the cloakroom at school. There was a deep
hushedness among the sweaters, jackets, and occasional light coats. Only during the
heavy rainy seasons was there any remnant of life. The plop-plop of rain drops fell
apologetically from the yellow slicker to the wooden floor. Her mother's silence,
however, was not broken by sorry words. She bombarded into speech, pushed the
silence away like a spoiled dish of food.
"When we get to Daniel's doncha be touchin nothang," Mrs. Cooper barked
as she eased out of the driveway. The crunch of gravel under the tires dissolved into
tiny pings against the hubcaps.
Protest was on Lacey's tongue, a formation of words, thick and angry. Reason
caused her to smirk within. She had no worry. She always managed to touch the
dreamy velvets, dry burlaps, downy corduroys, demure linen, and daring silks,
although many times she was walloped good by Mrs. Cooper. She was an expert
toucher. Her fingers were legend among the womenfolks. Never did an opportunity
pass. While Mrs. Cooper was buying black or white thread, she would catch a quick
caress of some woman's dress or a colorful bolt of material.
If Mrs. Cooper insisted upon watching her, keeping her in check, she always
managed to lean against an old Coca-Cola poster of Santa Claus with a perspiring
bottle of Coke in one hand and his other hand spread-eagled against his jiggling
stomach. She could smell its age-years and years old. The yellow border, almost
cream, and the funny shade of his suit like the first change of an apple from green to
red, proclaimed to Lacey that colors were older than she and as old as the world.
The New Day Union congregation would look upon such thoughts as sinful, for the
women of the New Day Union Church were opposed to colors in clothes.
As they entered town, Lacey stared at a tall, stout figure a block ahead of them.
Grandma Beasley, in a long black dress that dusted the ground, walked swiftly ahead
of them. Her hips swished gently like a feather duster across a table.
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Honk-Honk! Mrs. Cooper blasted the horn. Grandma Beasley stepped off the
road and turned toward the car. As she recognized Mrs. Cooper ' s car , she brushed
imaginary wisps of grey hair from her forehead with a backhand flourish. Her nose
slowly tilted into the air.
" Chile, <lat ale woman just daffy 'bout de brains," Mrs. Cooper grunted as she
shot the car past Grandma Beasley.
Grandma Beasley was no one ' s grandma. She was a woman of spells and
chants, a woman who brought half-dead babies from their mothers ' wombs strong
and kicking, a woman who knew how to get a wandering husband to remain steadfast , and how to make money from air. Her facts of life revolved around herbs,
candles, and sometimes fresh blood. She had both the cause and cure for everything
from the removal of warts to that of a rival.
The women of Mount Bayou, those members of the New Day Union Church,
believed in her, relied upon her as the foot does upon solid ground to support the
whole body. The members of the New Day Union Church said that she had no
wisdom or power, that her spells and charms were superstition or legend passed on
from generation to generation. Her continuing success was denounced, said to be
luck or coincidence. They scorned Grandma Beasley as they scorned the other
" foolish wimmin " of Mount Bayou. They claimed that she was "de instrument of
de devil,'' a worker of evil and a woman doomed to damnation and hell 's fire.
Lacey envied Grandma Beasley and her laughter that fluttered behind the car.
She stole greedy glimpses of her whenever she could. Grandma Beasley ' s dresses
were usually bright colors, greens, blues, reds, and yellows. Even when she wore her
long black dress (that folks said was her business dress) there was a sparkle to the
material. All the women in town were alive in colors. Their dresses swirled by with
a faint odor of Ivory Soap or the more pungent aroma of homemade lye soap. Yet
Grandma Beasley instilled a vision of ralnbows and jungles in Lacey 's mind .
Lacey 's dresses, made from plain white flour sacks, felt like shrouds around her,
burning her , tainting her with the congregation's strict morality. She had only to
look at Grandma Beasley to know that if there was a heaven it could not support
the staunch, gray, boring faces of the congregation. Their stringent expressions had
been caught by the hot Mississippi sun and baked into hard grey shells. Grandma
Beasley flirted around like a milkweed, soft and flighty , caught on air with a warm
melody that made Lacey long to burst from her shroud.
Mrs. Cooper slid the car into a diagonal parking space in front of Daniel s Dry
Goods.
" Gal, you 'member now," she said as she turned off the ignition, "doncha go
touchin ' nothang. ''
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GAY BAR
Victoria Julian

I'm in the back bar, where the lights are the reddest, the cigarette smoke the
densest, and the shifting of passing shapes the most contorted. Elbows and lean loins
and eyes blur in constant motion to the disco drumbeats. Everywhere, everyone is
touching in the voo-doo gay bar: a quick hand here, a stomach rubbing against an
ass, a face laid against the nape of my neck. Who touches me? Turning, it's Glenn.
"Oh, the fucking faggot," he says, as he hangs his head over my shoulder from
behind. "She's so fucked."
' 'Where is Dennis now?' '
"She's at the front bar, talking to queers. Fuck him."
Although it's actually one long room, the front and back bars are separated by
a dance floor. Everything in the two bar areas is dark red and shadowy, while the
dance floor is a bubble of bright lights floating between-a place to be seen. You
dance furiously, a fevered moving of every muscle in your body, non-stop, pulsating
with every beat. You do not think. You twist, you spin-faster, faster now. You let
the disco drums pound through your head and heart and that's all there is now, all
there is. And through this bubble of light and dancers, I can't see Dennis at the
front bar, talking to queers. It's too dark there.
Glenn falls back onto a barstool behind us. He peers intently at the figures on
the dance floor, all male. I'm the only female tn the entire bar. And I'm getting
drunk, so I sit next to Glenn and put my hand on his knee for support. Among all
of these quick hands and constant rubbing and touching, Glenn and Dennis are the
only humans who come nead me. They' re the only ones I can touch. And one, or
the other, is always nearby. Taking care of their straight friend. Glenn and Dennis
are the only links to the universe. Without them, I would simply not be real.
Now Dennis is striding across the dance floor, walking our way. Strobe lights
blaze across his face and he parts the dancers like waves and he's almost here. Glenn
pretends not to notice. Dennis sees that Glenn is not noticing, and sits on a barstool
on the other side of me. I'm sandwiched between two lovers who won't look at each
other. I put my other hand on Dennis' knee for more support. I do
exist.
"Have you met Candy?" asks Dennis as he slips an arm around me.
"No, who's he?"
Dennis nods toward one side of the dance floor. There is a girl, mid-twenties,
short and large-breasted, dancing frantically. "Is she really female?" I ask. Earlier,
in another bar, a lady had sat at a table next to us and I had been delighted and
commented on how her eyes looked just like Barbara Streisand's. Dennis had said
that the lady was not really a lady, that he had known her before the breast injections. "Look closely," he had said. "Look at the shape and size of her neck, her

shoulders.''
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''No, Candy's a real girl,'' Dennis says now as he squeezes my shoulder. He's
about 35, and works as a bartender in another gay bar. And Candy, with her brown
hair plastered in sweat, is a real girl.
"Rusty, hello-o," Glenn says to a boy who has just walked up. He seems to be
about Glenn's age, twenty-one, and is tall and slim. They're both tall and slim and
wondrous. They're embracing and kissing hello, mouth to mouth. It's exciting to
watch two beautiful men touch each other in such a gentle way. I squeeze Glenn's
knee tighter.
Glenn's blond hair shines in even this reddish light. Rusty's shoulder-length
hair is brown, parted in the center of his head and hanging smoothly around his
face. His completely unbuttone d shirt shows a hairless chest and small, fragile nipples. His eyes are brown. Whenever someone approaches him or grabs 'his ass or
elbow, his eyes roll back in his head and he props a fist on a cynical, tilted hip.
While Rusty and Glenn talk softly, Dennis and I watch the men pressing in
close around us, passing by, glancing at Dennis and ignoring me. I'm not here, except for the weight of Dennis' arm on my back, the solid feel of a knee under my
hand, and the taste of cold beer cleansing my throat.
Dennis is teaching me the fine art of grabbing ass. We're sitting on some low
barstools that line the wall by the entrance door, backs to the wall and facing the
rest of the rectangular room. Right before it reaches us, the long bar makes a
swooping curve into the right wall so that a narrow corridor is formed between the
barstools that follow the curve of the bar and the line of low barstools where we are.
When someone nudges through the corridor, they have to turn sideways, and invaribly their back is towards us and their ass passes by just a little lower than eye
level.
"If you like it, just reach out and squeeze," Dennis explains. "That's all there
is to it."
Someone is scooting along the narrow aisle formed by the two rows of parallel
barstools. When he is in front of us, Dennis reaches over, lightly cups one buttock
in his hand, and then squeezes. The boy immediately glances down in our direction,
but Dennis is gazing towards the back of the bar. I'm preoccupied with lighting a
cigarette, and the hand could have come from any of four or five people who are sitting against the wall. The boy just keeps edging away.
"See how easy?" whispers Dennis. "If I was really interested, I could have
said hello. Now you try."
''But ... ''
"You like that?" Dennis points toward Rusty, who is now standing in the corridor, just a little to my left, and bending over and talking to someone on the
barstool across from me. Rusty is wearing soft brown corduroys, and even in this
dull light, I can see how each thin line of the wall curves down around his ass and is
lost in the shadows below. His ass seems abstract and dreamy at this close range. I
nod my head yes, yes, I like that.
"Go on," says Dennis. "It's no big thing. Just do it."
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As if removed from me, my left hand gropes forward , fingers flexing slightly,
and hovers so close to Rusty ' s ass that I can feel body heat through the corduroy.
But I can't do it. Dennis grabs my hand, presses my palms into Rusty ' s ass, and
squeezes. My hand is on the bottom and it feels the hard and soft of a young man ' s
ass. I jerk away, as if bitten, and stare at Dennis with an open mouth. '' See? He
didn ' t even look around ," gloats Dennis. " He ' s used to it. "
Dennis points toward the man that Rusty is talking to. "He' s a lousy lay,"
says Dennis. "And I know. " All I can see is a red-shirted back, but Dennis knows
these things, and something in the way his plump shoulders hunch forward suggests
lethargy and sloppy kisses. Why is Rusty talking to such a lousy lay? Red shirt lifts
one side of Rusty's unbuttoned shirt and examines the delicate terraces of rib which
glide towards the smooth, lean waist. Rusty rolls his eyes in a cynical inanner, but
doesn ' t move.
Another ass passes. Dennis and I exchange glances and shrug. It just wasn ' t
right. We can wait. Glenn worms through the crowd and comes over to sit in Dennis' lap because there are no barstools left empty, no floorspace empty. He leans
back and rests his head on Dennis ' shoulder like a small child and closes his eyes.
"Glenn, your glasses?" I ask.
Without opening his eyes, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out the pieces.
They've been broken in two. The nose bridge was shattered. "These fucking faggots,'' he says.
"What happened?"
'' A fucking queer called me four eyes,'' Glenn answers, half opening his eyes
to stuff the pieces back into his pocket. " I just hate being called that, so I broke
them. I could just die.''
"But you 're blind."
"I don ' t care. I was always called four eyes in grammar school and I'm getting
my contacts back next week and I'm never wearing glasses again. "
Rusty is in front of us, looking at Glenn. " Dance? " he asks. Glenn sits up and
turns to look Dennis in the face. '' Dennis, could I have money for another beer,
and then I'm going to dance with Rusty. I know you don ' t like to dance .... " Dennis
digs into his jacket pocket, with Glenn kind of bouncing in his lap, and pulls out a
dollar. "Oh, thank you , thank you ," says Glenn, and then he and Rusty snake
quickly through the crowd and toward the back bar. The dollar is carried over his
head like an unfurled flag. Heads turn as they pass and red shirt, still sitting at the
bar, stares after them without moving. "You ' re a lousy lay," I think.
Dennis and I are left, like a couple of lecherous spiders, in our shadowy corner.
Back to ass grabbing. Against the wall across from the bar, the left wall, there is a
tiny stage with a large mirror behind it. The floor of the stage is shoulder high, and
it's drenched in white light, like the dance floor. A young man is dancing on it, facing the mirror, and removing his pants. His shirt is already gone. His underwear is
bikini and blue, and he just stares at himself in the mirror and moves to the music.
Candy is on the stage, too. She dances in one corner, her breasts bouncing under
the white sweater, and grinning like a cheerleader. The young man is not aware of
her presence.
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"I want to ask you something," Dennis says, "and you don ' t have to answer.
I'm just curious.''
I put my hand on Dennis' knee. With all this touching going on around me,
but no one touching me because I'm female, I have to touch Dennis and Glenn occasionally, just to feel them respond as friends, as fellow humans. "What did you
think when you first found out that Glenn and I are lovers? '' Dennis asks.
' ' At first , my very first and very selfish reaction was that I was a little ... disappointed. Does that make sense?"
"Yes. Oh yes. That's what I thought," Dennis answers, looking down into his
beer mug. " But you know, just because we're gay, that doesn ' t mean that
something else might not happen, too.''
I find myself looking at Candy, who is still bouncing and smiling ons'tage, next
to the young man staring at himself in the mirror.
"Why do you think Candy goes to gay bars, anyway? " Dennis asks.
I watch her move, closely, as if she might reveal the answer any second.
"Because faggots are good lovers, that's why," Dennis says. "Candy goes to
gay bars to pick up men. " I don ' t know if you know this, but I've got a twelveyear-old son ... "
Candy ' s head is tilted back, her eyes are closed, and she ' s turning and turning,
faster now, faster , like a mutant dervish. Her breasts are so large that wind drag
slows her down, but only a little. An ass passes in front of my eyes, and without
thinking, I reach out with both hands and squeeze, real hard. The man turns, sees
Dennis, and his thin lips curve into a cruel smile. Dennis puts his arm around me
and laughs and laughs and laughs. The man is slim and tall, like a bullfighter, and
wears a waist-length jacket over tight pants. He sits on the barstool, next to red
shirt, who is a lousy lay, I'm quite sure.
"Dennis, he has hard , Spanish eyes," I whisper.
"Whips," says Dennis.
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THEROOFOFTHEGRANADA
Thomas Kline

I spent my fifteenth birthday on top of the Granada Theatre getting drunk and looking out all over Roger's Park. It's a real trip up there. There are no other buildings
as tall as the Granada (about ten stories) nearby and the wind blusters your hair ragged and your cheeks red even on an early June afternoon. Two hundred pigeons
must roost up here, and the marble face of the building comes right up. There are
two statues affixed to the top of the building. Today the fire escape was down so it
was easier to get up here. The only other person who ever has the guts to come up
here with me is Vic. I think he does it cause he is challenging his own death and
sort of wants to kill me. Man, you can see Clark Street from up here, and the
horizon on the lake, all of Loyola, and even Darnen and Ashland. You can see up to
Touhy Park and even Calvary Cemetery in Evanston. I don't know the names of
any of the streets south of Granville, but you can see a long way off before all of the
streets blended together into the skyline. To get up to this roof, you got to climb up
three stories of fire escapes on the left, then jump over to another section of fire
escape, climb it as it winds around the gangway of the building to the top, and then
climb up fifteen-foot steel ladder to the roof. You can scream your lungs into a
coughing fit and nobody on the ground can hear you. If they do manage to hear
your now-faint voice, they look around and around.
You may be wondering why the hell anybody would come up to this roof.
Well, that's simple enough. Nobody can find you up here. Once in a while I hear a
car honk or a pigeon coo, but I'm all by myself within this monstrous city. I can
leave a six pack up here and come back in a month and it will still be here. Hell, Vic
don't even know this rooftop as well as I do.
I always tell myself I'm coming up here to think . When I get here there isn ' t
really much to think about.
Maybe I will die on top of this rooftop. Who will find me here? Winter will
come and snow me down. Nobody will wonder where I am. Nobody will care.
Mother will think I've gone hitch-hiking again. The snow will melt, the pigeons will
waddle over to my skeleton and bob and peck at it till they discover I'm not food.
My eyelids will be shut. I will only hear the wind blowing in my ears as my blood
rushes through me.
No, I think I'll have another beer, toss my old can down into the marquee. I'll
sit here on the edge of this rooftop and stare at these weather-worn statues of Cupid
and Cupid's sister. By nightfall I'll be able to see the lights of the carnival in Touhy
Park. The slow circles of the Ferris wheels. Those couples swinging from the top
will think they are higher up than anyone. Nobody cares that no one is watching.
They will think of summery love as the life guards come in to the beach and chain
their lifeboats from the frothing waves, but they will be wrong. I will be here on top
of the Granada Theatre, in the darkness, watching, listening, and getting drunk. I
wonder what movie they' re showing down stairs? How many people are down
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there huddled as close as they can be, steaming whispers to each other among conditioned reflexed " SHH ' s" from more lonely people trying to stay away from their
homes for another hour? Maybe getting lucky, spending more money , and justifying their existences, confidentially buying sandwiches at the Little King. The great
transience of the college students showing their I.D. ' s to get into Huey ' s and our
high-school pals trying to get into the bars. The bouncers throwing them out. More
Fuck-You ' s, traffic , and maybe another night in jail. The slow rhythm of the "El"
going by. Another night.
If wonder if I' 11 be too drunk to climb down the ladder and fire escapes. What
will I tell mother about missing dinner? Maybe I'll go to the cemetery tomorrow,
and I'll meet a rich widow, and we ' ll make love, and she'll give me all the money I
want. Maybe I'll break into the priests' cafeteria tonight and steal a couple cases of
beer. Maybe I'll go down to the lake tomorrow, or I can spend fifty cents and go
downtown and wander around. Maybe I'll buy myself a rich Cuban cigar and a pint
of Richard ' s and be incognito. I can pretend I'm lost and ask people for directions to
West Madison St. , or if they're stupid I can just be blunt and ask "Where 's
skidrow, man? " in a forced slur. I'll watch them peel away from me looking
strangely at their shoes. Maybe I'll get myself thrown out of Carson 's or Field ' s.
That 's always a laugh.
Damn, I'm on my last beer and it's getting chilly. Well, I'm fifteen years old
today. The pull-top gasps as I crank it backwards. "Happy birthday," I wish myself.
I take a couple of gulps and stop and listen some more. What to do? Maybe I ought
to go and see Eileen tonight. I haven't seen her since Tuesday. I wonder what they
did in school today? But I don ' t really care. They didn ' t miss me; why should I
miss them? I got good enough grades, no need to worry, passed with D ' s and C' s.
Another summer ahead: maybe I'll get a job, make $60, $70, maybe even eighty
bucks a week. Oh, no, I forgot again: Uncle Sam. Gee, let me see, in three years I'll
be eighteen, old enough to get drafted. This fucking Vietnam War ain ' t never going to end. I hope it ends by the time I'm eighteen, that's all I can say. I wonder
what mother got for my birthday? Oh, I know, more ugly clothes that don ' t fit.
That's all mother ever buys me. Hell, Maggie graduates this year. She' ll get all of
the good presents. I wonder what Maggie is doing right now? I think I'll go back
downstairs and see how the world got along without me.
" God damn, you can't see a god-damn thing in this darkness. " I stumble a little as the blood either rushes in or out of my head. I'm a little fidgety as I grab the
ladder as tight as I can, in case I slip. I get down to the fire escape in the darkness,
feeling the steel treads with my feet, my hands in front of me, cautious, ready to
catch me if I trip. I can see the light way down in the gangway, above the garbage
cans. I feel my way down the fire escape and walk out to Sheridan Road. A Loyola
couple walking with their arms around each other pass the entrance to the gangway
as I walk out. I startle them. The guy eyeballs me from shoes to head and glances
into the dark gangway, never breaking stride.
I follow behind them. As people pass from the other direction, they look at the
couple in front of me. There is a cheer in those faces , but when our eyes meet emotion tightens up. Not a smile, not a frown , just blank and blanker faces that puzzle
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me. Sometimes a pretty girl will pass me and smile. I will be so removed or in confused nervousness, it often escapes me to smile back or say hello. When I do, they
seem to become evasive and nervous and wish they had never smiled. A most complex situation.
"No, I am not lonely." Left toe just missing the crack. My head completely
focused on the ground, my right toe three quarters of an inch short of the
sidewalk's spaces. The world is lonely. My left foot overshooting the mark.
The object is to step the tip of the toe of your shoe dead center with the cracks
in the sidewalk. The slabs of sections are proportioned to an easy stride.
Just try to remember, to remember, "What the fuck am I trying to
remember?'' To remember, the amnesia of remembering.
Oh, yeah.
"You say it's your birthday. Well, it's my birthday, too."

Stories and Prose Forms/49

A RARE GLIMPSE OF NADINE
Fern Levin

In that early morning darkness, winter would hug the window pane. Snow seemed
to flurry in a weightlessness, never really lighting, slipping and scuttling on the raw,
crisp pavement. And that window would arrive two miles away at a fashionable
women ' s clothing store, where those that knew Nadine might say her life blood
flowed. A life that rang through cash registers, that sparkled through long-distance
phone calls as she made her cunning deals and smug business promises, bickering
and haggling as she tried to get the best price.
Those that saw her there would say: This is her element. This is where she
begins and where she will end. Because if they saw her any day, breezing and snapping around that store, whisking ladies in and out of dressing rooms, smiling politely
as she handed them their packages in exchange for their cash or checks or credit
cards, they would never picture her ill, in her bed, three plump pillows propped
against the headboard, smashing the back of her hair so her face looked elongated.
And so Nadine would sprawl back against those three pillows, breathing
harshly with a cold. She would have the covers bunched under her chin, her thin
body oppressed by a small fever which had been authentically registered on a thermometer that sat, unshaken, for all to see. And still the wind would howl and whistle at the window and beckon her, and she would turn in agony, for she knew she
did not belong in this bed. There was work to do, and money to make. There was
no time to be sick. And yet she did not move.
Her family clustered around her like the weak in a flock, sensing the fallen
plight of their leader. Alan, barefoot, still in his robe, would be wiping sleep from
his eyes as he fumbled with his glasses that lay in the robe pocket. He would ask her
if she wanted anything. But she would only offer a grunt or a moan , too ill to speak.
Lori, too, would be wearing her robe, a sleeve dangling. Even when she first woke
up, she seemed lopsided; the disorder of her room stuck to her. Her cuffs always
fell; her shoe laces were untied; even her shoulders slumped against the weight of
the day. Only Tara was dressed and pinkly scrubbed, listening for the whistling tea
that would call her back to the kitchen.
Of course it was only a cold or flu at most that Nadine suffered with. But it
wore her down, eroded her sense of time so that she seemed to float like a spirit,
lighting around the cool blue bedroom in ethereal motion, as she settled only to
shift a leg, to tug at a blanket, to reach for Kleenex on the nightstand. Then she'd
blow into it, finally waving the family away. Relieved, Alan would rush off to work;
Lori would skip off to school; and Tara's heart would surge. For today she would

stay home.
It was one of those things that needed no general discussion. During the day
she would make the endless trips up and down the stairs, bring tea for her mother
who always preferred harsh black coffee. But on those days when flu struck, she
demanded only weak tea with lemon and honey. Tara would bring her cinnamon
toast spread with blackberry jam, and approach the fallen beast not so cautiously
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anymore, yet gently, feeling her mother's head, pushing the damp hairs off her face
as she was met with a weak smile. But Tara was drawn to look at the naked brows
and lashes of her mother, who without makeup reminded her of an albino animal.
"You're warm, mother," she would say firmly, with a new authority, as the
heel of her palm pressed against Nadine's forehead. Then she would frown and
shake her head with small pleasure. She'd hum on those days and did not seem to
mind that Nadine was listening and watching her. She would fix the shades. "Is
there too much light, mother?" she would ask. The furnace would creak and
bellow, its familiar rumbling rushing up from the floorboard. She would smell
winter through every pore and she would ask: "Are you warm enough?" and
Nadine would lick her parched lips and ask for some juice. Then she would turn
around, as if it were a chore, as the flu pains racked her body, and she would thrust
a hot arm out from beneath the comforter to the nightstand where a book lay half
open. She would feel the slick coolness of its jacket and it would send a chill through
her body and immediately she would reclaim her arm. She seldom had time to read,
and now, with illness oppressing her, she resented it.
When Tara returned to the bedroom holding a large glass of orange juice
(freshly squeezed) Nadine would be lying the same way she had left her: a lump on
the right side of the bed, covers twisted in a fury. Alan slept on the left side and his
blue pillow sat up proudly against the headboard, reminding Tara of a huge piece of
Chiclet gum. Then she would place the glass down and move quickly, efficiently,
trying to please her mother. She'd see the ashtray. It was that heavy lead crystal
thing Alan had brought home one Christmas. It was a gift from somebody he
worked with. Nadine thought it looked hideous with its scalloped edges, fluting out
like a fat glass pie. But it found its way to her nightstand, where she did her best to
keep it overflowing with butts and ashes. And periodically Tara would pick it up,
flaring her nostrils in disgust at the stench of the dead cigarettes. She'd keep it at
arm's length as she emptied it into a bag. Then she'd wipe the film of ash powder
that always settled on the nightstand.
"It smells like an old toilet in here," Alan would grumble softly every night
when he first walked into that room and put his briefcase down behind the chair.
He'd eye that ashtray, the origin of the odor, and go about his business as quickly as
possible, hanging up his suit, changing his clothes. It was bad enough he had to
sleep in that room; he didn't have to linger in it as well, consciously breathing the
foul air. But today that ashtray looked foolish, sitting there empty and sparkly clean.
Nadine's sickness completely erased her need for tobacco. So now the room only
smelled of sleep from the unmade bed, the cold germs, and lemon tea.
And the day would creep as Nadine continued to watch Tara's endless trips, as
she ambled to the closet piled high with freshly ironed blouses, to the dresser with
clean underwear heaped and folded. She'd watch Tara absently dust the perfume
tray with fingers, although it wasn't the usual Saturday clean-up. And still Nadine's
eyes fixed on the girl, shooting out from her stricken post. She'd watch her doing all
those things that always managed to get done somehow, although she never gave
them a second thought. And just for a moment (for that was all the time she ever
allowed such thoughts) she felt a pinch of sadness that quickly would have dissolved,
were she up and about, running to the store, doing a window display, waiting on
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customers, or talking on the telephone with smoke curling around her head. But
that was the only way Nadine's feelings ever seemed to emerge; they ' d rush out at
her quickly, even though she would hold them at arm's length, with the force of a
thousand pounds of steel and sheer will. Thoughts like that she would deal with
later, after she had made that call, after she had checked the mail, after she took a
fresh cup of coffee. Later...that never came.
And still, in her clouded sickness, she continued to watch Tara with narrowed
eyes, frowning , but with no anger, while behind the closed draperies the invisible
winter sun would be crouching down beyond some tree branch like it never mattered that the day was born and the day was now dying. For it was a day out of context, a day like no other day, even though the people in that room were not even
aware that a grey orange sun had appeared in a quick gust of daylight and now was
gone forever. So, on a day such as that, it seemed reasonable, almost logical, that
she, too, took her daughter out of context.
Her daughter , who was good and kind, she thought foolish and naive. She
found it appalling how people stepped all over her, violated her sense of duty and
responsibility. Her so-called friend, Audrey, was a perfect example, using Tara's ear
only for her tirades. But of course you could never tell Tara that, although she had
tried countless times. And Alan, another spineless being, protected her. He allowed,
even encouraged, her to bask in her own ignorance, so she would stubbornly remain
in her room , dreamily looking out the window. The ringing phone was never for
her, unless it was Mrs. Richards asking her to baby-sit.
"She deserves better," Nadine would think silently. So silently and quietly
rooted, it was difficult for her to comprehend the thoughts that barely surfaced as
she lay back on that bed, focusing on her pretty, doe-eyed teenage daughter.
Where were all the friends a teenager was-supposed to have? Why were there
no parties, dances, boys? Did she scare them away because she was too pretty?
Nadine frowned. No, that couldn't be it. Teenage boys have no sense anyway.
So, from her empty life she had sought refuge in her secret thoughts and in the
housework , and Nadine just accepted it.
And her head resounded with congestion. Time halts the way it is when you
can ' t breathe, and fever creeps along your bloodstream. And there she had to lay, in
a helpless heap, hostage to these thoughts: Where did the years go ... and where is my
life going ?
It is a stunning confrontation when you look at your daughter standing before
you and realize you are not immortal. It is the worst part of being a mother, when
you know you never should have had children, though you ' ve done your best. And
yet, when five , te~, or fifteen years later, you look around you, see them standing
before you against a backdrop of your own past, two daughters, straight and tall,
healthy, your offspring. Flesh of your flesh. Blood of your blood. And the most
hideous pain from your womb.
It is strange that Nadine could still feel a tightening rein grab her. It focuses in
on a spot difficult to pinpoint. Like in the center of the neck , like an itch you can ' t
locate, so you can only scratch around it in frustration . And instead of getting angry
and blaming herself, she would just blame them, all of them , her children, her husband, even her own mother , for setting the example of motherhood which she
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couldn't follow. Dinner every evening. Someone wringing their hands when she was
ill, a smiling face in a bedroom doorway waking her for school each morning. And
when she thought of that little grey lady, humble and suppliant, she would think of
her daughter. And the only way she could repay both of them, mother and
daughter, was by looking up only to her father, for he alone had broken free from
those bonds of emotion. And he alone had soared against the world, beyond the
gripping reins of family that would shackle him, if he let them.
But she wants to go even beyond that. She strives to surpass his flight, craving
not just the money, but also the power, although she isn't even aware of it. She
wants to be that lone branch on the tallest tree and still farther and higher, out of
reach, out of eyesight, and ear-shot, so she is singularly and finally alone.
It is with a curiosity now that she looks down to the people who snivel, people
who cower, cry, misty-eyed people, people who are happy, and people who rejoice in
the simplest things. Puppies. Movies with sunsets. Smiles. She understands them no
more than they do her. She is of a different breed. Artichokes and rose petals. And
they think she's hard and uncaring. And they think she doesn't give a damn. And
there is no way she can show them. She is bound; she is gagged. Her hands are tied
with the finest twine. A voice inside her gut rises to her throat, so highly pitched no
human ear can hear it, and for a moment she sees herself a skinny little girl of six or
eight, standing outside on a school yard. A group of children are off in the distance,
framed against a winter day. Their hot breaths bite the frost so you can see their
words searing the air. And she feels them brand her heart, with the constant
singsong coming at her like a nightmare, like a thousand silver blades, from a
million different directions. "Nadine Zagan, buckteeth pagan. Nadine Zagan,
buckteeth pagan.'' It is a chant that resounds down Independence Boulevard as far
east as Ashland, or maybe even the lake, down Sixteenth Street, up to Homan
Avenue, high above those buildings and the treetops, infecting the stars. "Nadine
Zagan, buckteeth pagan. Nadine Zagan, buckteeth pagan.'' It is the foolish, nonsensical rhyme of children.
It began with two little girls twirling a jumprope as Nadine tried to run
through it, her pigtails taut against the wind, her smile plastered against her face,
and the two front teeth jutting past the lips that never quite close. And someone
says it in a whisper first, and then there is laughter, and before you know it catches
on and it sticks. She screws up her face, laughing hardest and longest, so she will
not hear; her mittens muffle her ears. But it clings to her like stubborn lint on a
sweater, ·and so subtle it alienates her. But sometimes she sees it when she meets
herself in the morning mirror, although she tries to ignore it, for it disappears when
she is with her fc~ther, or helping him Saturdays at the store. And yet sometimes it
is the last thing she sees and hears before going to bed at night, although she tells
no one. Even in the silence of her room it can force her to raise her hands to her
ears and shut her eyes against it. And although she doesn't cry, the tears hang
suspended behind the harmless overbite of teeth which she unconsciously brushes
with hot fingertips. It is an overbite that time and adulthood will curiously dissolve
to a mere hint. But by then it will be too late. The die will have been cast, the stone
already hurled. And the tears never fall, but stay free floating in the middle ground,
that purgatory which is her soul.
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ONE PILL MAKES YOU LARGER,
ONE PILL MAKES YOU SMALL
Pete Bontsema

I was in the Day Room of Our Sainted Lady of Mary Hope Hospital one morning,
standing at the screened window and looking out over the wonderful suburban landscape, amazed at how all the houses looked like toys, the cars like matchbox models
and the people like ants. They didn ' t look that way at all, of course, but that ' s ~hat
I told people when they came up to me, and they got the general idea that I wasn't
in the mood to talk. I was looking into the parking lot when I noticed one of the
matchbox cars turning the corner of a snow-plowed pile of snow. It was a baby blue
Lincoln Continental, and it was having trouble finding a space big enough to accommodate its size. I watched as it parked and a man stepped out carrying the traditional little black bag. A doctor, I thought, proud of my nimble mind. And at that
moment my mind jumped to an image that had not been in my mind for over a
year. It was the image of me driving a baby blue Lincoln Continental, my one and
only time. And then it took some work to remember the circumstances, but I finally
did it.
I once had a friend who dated a girl whose father was a doctor, a doctor at (lo
and behold! ) Our Sainted Lady of Mary Hope (which is where every doctor in town
practiced). My friend and his girl had been on a date in her daddy ' s car and they
just had to come over and show it off to me (it was my friend ' s first time behind the
wheel of that boat also). They had been drinking some, and we did some more
drinking at the side of a popular landfill that we knew. We then took a walk around
the lovely landfill under the stars and came back to find the keys locked inside the
car. There was a moment of mild panic, and then the girl recalled that her father
always kept a spare set of keys tucked up in the wheel well for instances just like
this. We each took a turn digging in the well under the front left tire and finally
produced the keys. My friend then confessed that he was too drunk to drive, and I
took over and the memory remains.
But that unforgettable evening was not the main thing on my mind as I stood
at the window recognizing the good doctor and lusting after his car. What was on
my mind was the query: I wonder if he still keeps that key up in the wheel well?
And the question was answered by my memory in this way: I saw his daughter
sitting in the dirt in a pair of expensive slacks, reaching her silk-shirted arm into the
wheel well, angri~y muttering, ''It ' s gotta be here, dammit! He ' s kept a damn key
here all his life. He tells us to keep a key up here in our own cars. He tells us to
write down the serial number on our keys. It has to be here! "
And it was. Thank you , memory, that will be all.
I walked briskly down to Tim ' s room, wondering how I would break the good
news to him. I pushed the door open and found him on the bed reading a cheap
teenage love novel that was yellow all around the edge of the pages. It had obviously
been sitting around the unit for years. On the cover was a colorful drawing of two
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sunshine-faced youths (one male, one female) as they splashed water on each other
while washing a red '56 T-Bird. The girl was in a bathing suit, thin, with a wide
smile that showed all her teeth. The boy was in a pair of cut-offs, thin, with a wide
smile that showed all his teeth. It must have been a moment of orgasmic delight, as
both were laughing so hard they could hardly stand up. Tim saw me walk in, then
turned back to the book and shook his head.
"Y'know," he said tiredly, all out of effort, "I've read over forty pages of this
thing and not once--not even once--have these two had sex or taken drugs.'' He
closed the book (marking his page) and thumped the cover with his finger. "And
look how happy they are! And you're trying to tell me they're this happy and take
no drugs and never fuck!?" He shrugged in disbelief. "What a life."
He set the book carefully on the table next to the bed. Which is not something
you do with a book that you truly dislike. Tim was talking tough, demeaning the
story and characters, complaining about the lack of reality and conflict, but then setting it down gently. If he had really hated it, he would have thrown it across the
room or edited dirty words into the dialogue or burned it. But he liked reading
about things like that. Happy high school kids who have loving parents, who go to
movies and malt shops, who never have problems. Kids who never get pregnant accidentally or question the rules they are given, kids who never have friends who die
in car crashes. They just go through life happily, cherrily, believing in Good and
Right and going to church on Sunday. Tim liked reading about kids like that
because, quite simply, he believed in them. He believed that they were doing all the
right things and he was doing all the wrong. He was jealous. But I knew of
characters like those in the book, and I knew they leaned towards ignorance. They
closed their minds to the plight of others, they did not see the suffering in the world
or the pain right in front of them. They covered their ears and said, "Don't tell me
about that. I don't want to hear it," and ran for cover. They were selfish,
immature, and stupid. You couldn't get me to trade one Tim for ten of their best.
But you couldn't convince Tim of something like that. His emotions had been
geared a long time ago to the idea that he was a loser.
"Tim," I said, standing at the foot of his bed, "what is the one thing we lack
most in this place? What is the one thing that would make life almost bearable if we
had it?" I put my foot up on the footboard and leaned on my knee, grinning cockily
at him.
He looked down the length of the bed with his eyes in concentration and laced
his fingers behind his head. He gazed at the ceiling and tried to think.
"Well," he said, "we get three square meals a day, a room, and all the group
therapy we can a~k for. We have liquor, women and ping pong." Then he looked at
me, a mockingly puzzled look on his face. "Who could ask for anything more?"
I played along. "True, true. You've got a point, all right. But those are all
necessities. I'm talking luxuries. Don't think of the things we have, think of the
things we don't have. Especially those things that every good American has-except us.''

He thought for a moment and then gave his answer as though it was not the
one I was looking for, as if this was too ridiculous to even consider, ' 'A car.' '
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I smiled very big and nodded very sagely.
"And you got one?" he said, bolting up in his bed.
''Maybe,'' I said, stressing it. I was remarkably confident that we could pull
this off, that the key could still be there, but I didn ' t want to get either of our hopes
up.
' ' Then what are we waiting for?' '
And he swung his feet over the side of the bed and started putting on the shoes
that lay there with their laces still tied. He didn't bother untying them, just struggling and forcing them on instead. That was something I always liked about Tim-his
eagerness, his lack of questioning, his spontaneity. Just give him a ''maybe' ' and he
was ready to go. But sometimes he was ready too fast for even me. Like this time,
when I suggested we get a two-hour pass before leaving.
"What? " he demanded. "And let them know that we ' re out stealing a car? "
And I told him yes. Yes, because they were responsible for us. If a cop happens
to pull us over, he has to bring us back to the hospital. We might spend some time
at the station, but we won't spend the night.
And that made sense to him. He smiled at the thought of a cop pulling us over
and us flashing the two-hour pass. The events that would follow (the claims, the
denials, the phon~ calls) would all be heaven for Tim, for they would all end in our
escorted ride back to the hospital. It would be one of Tim's personal victories.
"Perfect," he said, practically giggling, "you ' re right. As a matter of fact ... ,"
and he went to the table next to his bed and pulled out his hospital ID bracelet. "I'll
take this along just in case. "
We got our coats and the pass with no trouble ("We ' re gonna take a look at
that barber shop down the street,'' Tim told the nurse, never resisting a chance to
lie), and I told Tim the whole story of the car during the elevator ride. We got our
first burst of the cold and windy morning as we stepped into the parking lot and put
on our gloves. We scanned the area as best we could, but it was such a big area and
there were so many people coming and going that it was useless. We just acted like
we belonged and hoped for the best.
The car was off in a corner, but with cars parked all around it, which was good
for cover. Tim went to the passenger side and acted like he was waiting for me to
open up and kept watch. I sat on the blacktop and fished around in the wheel well,
sticking my arm up into the cold metal and hunks of granite snow, trying to look
nonchalant. I dug for what seemed like hours and finally produced the box. I came
up to my full height, held the box up proudly and smiled at Tim like an idiot. If we
didn ' t look suspicious before then, we sure made up for it with that move. But I had
no fear , Tim had n9 fear. We realized that we might get caught, but we had no fear
of their retribution. It was an amazing feeling that two-hour pass and ID bracelet
gave you. You were above the law. What would they do to you? Put you back in
the hospital. Big deal. You knew you had to stay your thirty days, and you would
make up for this naughtiness in that time. They would forget. They would release
you. But, then again, maybe they wouldn ' t. Maybe they would lock you up forever.
Who knows, you might be locked up forever anyway. So why shouldn ' t you take
the car, why shouldn ' t you have a little fun? The hospital instills a feeling in you of

56/Stories and Prose Forms

no tomorrow. The days are irrationally linked together. Todays means nothing in
regards to tomorrow. You will either wake up in the same bed as always or they
will send you someplace else. It's not up to you; it's out of your hands. So you stand
at the side of a car, and you stick the key in the door, and you realize that this is the
most illegal thing you have ever done in your life, and you just don't appreciate the
moment. Grand theft auto. Hickory dickory dock. Big fuckin' deal.
And though you don't appreciate the illegality of the situation, you do appreciate the soft blue velour interior that surrounds you. Tim was all over the place,
checking the back seat and opening the glove compartment, rattling about twelvepacks of beer, easy high school girls, and dark deserted roads. He said we should
always park it where we took it from, refill the gas tank after long jaunts and wash
it once in a while. ("We'll bring it back in better fuckin' shape than he left it in.
He'll think he has elves!") I was more concerned with immediate problems.
"What about the guy at the gate?" I asked, referring to the dimwit that sits in
this little booth all day and collects fifty cent parking fees. I figured he must have a
wonderful existence-ta king money from people who are sick with grief over an ill
friend, or even people who just got word of a loved one's death. They come out crying and sobbing and find a little privacy in their car, and then this schmuck leans
out of his booth and says, "That'll be fifty cents, Mac." He could at least be a toll
booth operator and see some action and variety of people. But maybe he likes getting involved on a deeper level, like he does here. And of course he has the thrill of
making the gate go up and down. "I mean the guy sits there all day with nothing to
do. Maybe he recognizes the doctors and their cars. What if he gets nosy?"
Tim's deep thought confirmed that it was a logical question. He looked across
the way to the shack and thought.
"I've got an idea," he said finally. "Let me drive."
With pleasure. We traded seats.
''What's the name of the guy who owns this car?'' Tim asked as he started up
the car, loving the long-lost sound.
''Anderson, '' I told him. '' Julian Anderson. Or something like that.''
"Dr. Anderson. We'll stick with that."
We eased up to the exit and found the ''guard'' leaning back on a high stool,
his back pressed to the rear glass. He had a handful of coins and was tossing them
towards the open register drawer with little or no interest. Tim cheerfully stuck a
dollar bill out the window and the guard look at us like we were bothering him on
his break and we would have to wait, a look he probably gives to everyone. Tim barrelled ahead in a friendly, condescending manner, giving some story about being
Doctor Anderson'~ son.
"He doesn't know I'm taking the car, OK? So if he comes and wants it, could
you please tell him that his son has it and will bring it back real soon. OK? In about
two hours I should be back."
The guard, who had gone from bored to annoyed, was now tired and pissed.
He looked us over, checked the area and generally stalled for time. '' Anderson,
right?'' he asked, as if it made a difference.
"Yeah, yeah," Tim said, "Tall guy, grey hair, you know him."
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The description wasn't half bad, and I was waiting for Tim to add something
like, "He talks about you all the time at dinner."
But the guard, who knew them all-even the big ones-was not moved. He
looked into the distance, rubbed his jaw, and debated whether this was part of his
job or not. He finally broke.
"Yeah, I guess I'll do it."
"God, thanks a lot," Tim said with utmost false sincerity. "I really mean
that." He stuck a cigarette in his mouth. "Say, you got a match?"
This was too much for the guard. All these demands on his shift. Why couldn't
these guys come back when Louie is on duty? He scrounged around in his pockets
and found nothing , but eventually discovered one inside the shack. He tossed it
through the window and it hit Tim in the chin.
"Hey, thank a lot, " Tim said, his patience wearing thin. You could see he
hated all this ass kissing, but he could feel the car rumbling beneath him and he
knew it was all worth it. And he had one more card to play. "Say," he said, "this
really means a lot to me, watching for my father and all." And he pulled a joint
from his coat. "You smoke?"
And this guard, who hated us, hated his job and probably hated the whole
hospital and the city it exists in, had found a reason to live. His body made an unconscious lunge towards the car, and his face went from angry contortions to gleeful
smoothness.
'' Y eahhh, man , I do,'' and you suddenly knew this was the only way he got
through his day. He held out anxious, cupped hands.
"Here ya go," Tim said, and flicked the joint carelessly towards the
gatekeeper.
The casual toss of the precious joint was sweet revenge for Tim. If it happened
to wind up in a snow puddle, it would have meant nothing to Tim, but that guard
would have cried all day. As it was, the receiver's hands shook as he watched the
flight of the dope and caught it.
"Thanks, man," he said, and up went the gate, and we went, with the guard
bribed into our favor for the rest of our stay. He would cost us more joints as time
went on, but our encounters would grow friendlier. This time, however, Tim
drove the first mile in an angry tirade, muttering, "That fucker , that fuckin '
asshole, goddamn him! "
"Pills, pills, who 's got the pills?"
That was Tim's war cry, something he walked around the halls reciting, in a
joking manner of c;ourse. There were those on the unit who got pills and those who
didn't. Tim was one of the have-nots. It all depended on your psychiatrist, and
Tim ' s felt that he was just a mixed-up teenager, and he would get better without the
aid of artificial stimulants or depressants. Tim thought differently.
He came into my room every morning before we went up to breakfast. I would
have just gotten my morning meds, and Tim would ask the nurse on the way out if
she had anything left over, which I never thought was a good idea. If, by chance,
some pills were ever found missing, I figured they'd go straight to Tim. But he was
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always a step ahead of me and had a built-in cover. Once in a while, he'd run into
Claire, a young and friendly nurse, as she left my room. He'd ask her for leftovers
and inspect the tray like a gourmet. She would offer some in a joking way, rattling
off names like it was a menu. Then, to keep his image and power position, Tim
would say, "No, no, thanks. I once tried some pills on a dare in high school-at a
party- and they messed me up. I never wanna see those things again," and he
would shake his hand righteously. And Claire, who wasn ' t going to give him
anything anyway, would be filled with sympathy for this poor wayward boy, and she
walks away thinking he never wanted them in the first place, that he was honestly
joking. It was good for Tim ' s image among the staff.
But as soon as we were alone, Tim would be looking at me, studying my eyes,
gauging how hard the drugs were hitting me (for they always hit hardest in the
morning), and half-singing the words to that old song, "White Rabbit " :
' ' One pill makes you larger,
And one pill makes you small,
And the pill that mother gives you ,
Don ' t do anything at all. ' '
And that would be when I would pull out one slightly used Thorazine tablet,
the 100 mg. variety.
You see, I was a good boy in the hospital. I did what I was told, I showed up
for all the meetings, I never broke the rules and, most importantly, I took my
medicine as the doctor ordered. They come around with their plastic cups full of
pills, and I toss them down obediently and follow with water. I comment on the
weather or say funny things right afterwards, and the nurse or orderly knows that
the pills have gone to my tummy and are not hidden in my mouth. But-and you
may not believe this- there were actually some patients who tried not to take their
pills! Isn ' t that amazing!? Their motives were always a mystery to me. They would
hide the pills under their tongue or alongside their teeth and pretend that they
swallowed. And then the nurse would ask if everything was OK, and all they would
do was mumble and nod. The nurse would get wise and ask them to open up, and
the patient would point a finger to his chest and mumble incredulously, "Me?"
The nurse nods, the mouth goes open and the pill comes a tumbling out. These are
the people who get examined every morning, and at night they search with a
flashlight.
But me, I was noble and trustworthy , cooperative and helpful. I liked taking my
pills. I even offered to take everybody else ' s (they thanked me, but said that
wouldn' t be necessary). But then I met Tim. Poor Tim, he gets no pills. No uppers,
no downers. Nothing to make him larger or smaller. Poor, poor Tim. So you can
see that I was just helping the needy when I gave him the pills I didn't need. I was
giving to the poor. Is that so wrong? In school they tell you that is good. And I
want to be good.
So when it was time for my bedtime downer , I would already be in bed. Not
asleep, though , for they never wake you like they do in cartoons, but just lying

there contemplating the ceiling. The nurse would rap at the door and ask if she
could come in, and I'd say, "Sure " (which is my idea of the perfect woman-she
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comes to your room, brings drugs, and knocks before entering). I ask nicely if we
can leave the lights off (this makes the deception easier), and this is all right with
her; she likes the dim room for its contrast to the harshness elsewhere. She knows of
my pill-hog reputation and absently looks out the window as I down the downers,
save one. She takes back her plastic cup, tells me to sleep tight, and I slip the pill out
and tell her to stop in around three a.m. She laughs, the door closes, and I dry the
pill on the sheet and drop it in the bedside drawer .
Morning comes and I give the little gem to Tim, and by the middle of breakfast
we are smiling at each other and talking with long two-minute gaps between our
sentences.
Ah, it' s a wonderful life!
But Tim didn ' t like this system. He didn't like his dependence on me, and he
didn ' t like taking pills away from me. ("I can't do it. I just can ' t. It ' s against my
nature.") I assured him I didn ' t need the pill at bedtime, that I slept fine without it,
and it was better for him to enjoy it during the day. But he wanted his own supply,
not to mention something new to experimen t with , namely some speed. After a day
of thought and study, Tim had devised a method.
You simply stage a foam-rubber bat fight outside the Nurses Station. This is
the type of fight that the staff loves. It ' s healthy, painless, and it vents all of your
hostility. You get rid of all that anger, and no one gets hurt. It was something the
staff loved to see, and would stand around watching , laughing and rooting. So you
stage this battle, and it just happens to be time for afternoon meds. You and your
friends are swinging madly, blindly, when all of a sudden Mary steps from the station with her tray of pills. And before she can tell you to watch out, you let loose a
lightning fast roundhous e swing which nails Mary in the side of the head. She goes
down (painlessly ) and the pills go everywhere, bouncing high off the linoleum and
rolling, spinning, and caroming off the walls.
That ' s exactly what Tim and I did, he doing the swinging and me giving the
cue, a signal I gave, and then closed my eyes. As the pills, cups, and water went
everywhere, the scramble began. Doctors, nurses and orderlies appeared from
everywher e, and Tim went right to Mary's side to comfort her.
" Oh, God, I'm sorry , I'm sorry, are you all right? God, I'm sorry," and he
helps her up while grabbing as many pills from the floor as he can. "I'm really
sorry," he says, laughing ever so lightly, "I was just swinging that thing. Are you
all right ? God , I'm sorry. "
Tim had a way of apologizing that was beautiful. He kept saying he was sorry ,
but he was laughing in between. It may not have looked nice, but it was the correct
thing to do. It was a funny scene and no one got hurt, so laughter was the correct
response. Mary knew she looked like a fool, but it wasn ' t her fault , so she was
laughing some, too. And Tim was very convincing in his apologies.
Meanwhile , I'm scooping up pills, trying to be of assistance while I pocket one
out of every three pills. The staff members who showed up all went to the aid of
Mary (they being great humanitar ians), so Tim rushed over to help clean up the
pills (" I'll get ' em, I'll get every single one"), and we had the whole area to
ourselves. We would get six or seven pills and then rush them back to the Nurses
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Station and hand them over. Of course, by the time we delivered the pills we were
only handing over four or five. They didn't know we had several in our pockets and
thought we were very diligent and honest.
We worked until we couldn't find any more pills. We went back with our final
load to the Nurses Station where Mary was sitting in a rolling chair at the long
table, catching her breath. We said we found all we could, but some may have rolled
under doors or into vents or something.
"Anyway," Tim told her, "we found all we could. God, I'm sorry," and he
hid a laugh.
"It's OK," Mary said, waving a disdaining hand, "it wasn't your fault."
"Do you want us to keep looking for the other pills?" Tim asked, and I think
he was hoping for a ' 'yes' ' answer.
"No, that's OK. We got plenty of them."
And that was certainly the truth.
We went back to Tim's room, all somber and stately until we got behind the
closed door. Then we rejoiced. We started dumping out our pockets, spilling the
paltry haul onto the sheet, glad for the little we acquired, and Tim started singing a
new version of the old song:
"One pill makes you larger,
And one pill makes you small,
And the pills that Mary carries,
Are all over the hall.' '
Later, we would go out to Dr. Anderson's car and use his Physician's Desk
Reference (an invaluable aid) to look up the names of the pills in our cache.
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TONY
Pete Bontsema

Tony snuffled. He scuffed. Never in his life had he learned to lift his feet off the
ground as he walked. And the only surfaces his feet had ever known were those of
mental hospitals. Linoleum floors, tiled showers and bathrooms, and the painted
brick floors of the older hospitals and the carpeted ones of the newer institutions.
And sometimes he knew the feel of cardboard under his feet, but that was only once
in a while. Tony never wore shoes (because they hurt his feet), so he became very
familiar with the different surfaces beneath him. Shoes hurt his feet because he was
not accustomed to them. He had worn them as a kid, just like the other kids, all the
way up to the age of fifteen when he began his travels from one state institution to
the next. And he abandoned the shoes. Who needs shoes when you spend all day inside a climate-controlled environment? And now, at the age of twenty-nine, after
fourteen years of shoelessness, his feet were soft amorphous things, pale white and
pliable like bread dough. And they were ugly. Blob-like objects, swollen with fat and
water , masses of flesh and tissue from the ankles down to tiny stub-like toes. Other
patients made fun of him, saying his feet looked like a cow's udder and shouting,
"Hey, Tony, isn't it time to milk your feet? Your bag looks a little heavy." But
Tony never heard things like this. In fact he heard very little other than his
mother's voice, and when the patients would ridicule him, he would just shuffle on
past them.
Tony was twenty-nine when I knew him, but he could have passed for forty.
He had straight black hair and a dense beard which he somehow managed to shave
every day with an electric razor. But he was not always efficient at shaving, and occasionally came to breakfast with the whole underside of his chin left untouched. He
would have to be reminded of this, for his mother, who left specific instructions
regarding his appearance, had asked that he be kept clean-shaven. Which meant that
some nurse, orderly, or fellow patient would have to lead Tony back to his room
and into the bathroom so the oversight could be corrected. I was one of those who
led him back to the bathroom, and had always thought his mother's strictness about
a clean shave was from pure vanity-vanity on her part. But it wasn't; there were
medical reasons.
I stood next to him in the bathroom one day, at his side in front of the mirror,
pointing out places he had missed and trying to be as politely detached as possible.
He looked into the mirror, his head cocked at a strange angle, and watched himself
through sleepy eyes. He ran the buzzing razor up and down his neck, flipping his
weak wrist, going too fast on each stroke, but going over each sweep five or six
times until it was clean. I watched as the black stubble vanished, some of it popping
into the air and landing on the sink. But then I noticed something peculiar. As the
stubble went, so did a layer of skin. You could actually see flakes of skin floating off
with the stubble. And this was the reason, the necessity for daily shaving. If his
beard was al1owed to grow, the dead skin would accumulate and clog his pores. His
skin would not be able to breathe and a black rash would appear. I saw him in this
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condition once and it was not pretty. But the affliction went beyond a need to shave.
As Tony finished shaving an area, he would inspect it, twisting his neck in
front of the mirror and feeling with his fingers. I watched as he searched around his
neck and finally found a barely visible tab of skin protruding on the side. He worked
it up with his fingernail, then began to pull it down his neck, drawing it smoothly
and surely until it broke off near his shoulder. And then he did another.
It was at that moment that I lost my detachment. My mouth dropped open and
I could no longer look into Tony's eyes like there was nothing wrong with him. I
literally stared at him, gawking at him in that way your mother always told you was
not ''nice.'' This was more like a circus sideshow-the Incredible Peeling
Man-and Tony had no inhibitions about it (either because he didn't know what he
was doing or because he had resolutely accepted the fact). He pulled one more strip
of skin from next to his ear, a little ticker tape of skin the length and width of your
finger. And as he went on shaving, I took a closer look at him. All over his arms he
had these little tabs. They were laid flat, but you could see a very slight color difference from the healthy skin, and you knew you could just coax it up with your
fingernail. It was like looking at someone who is peeling from a sunburn and you' re
just dying to pull the skin off their body. But this was mid-December, and I knew
Tony had not been out in the sun for any length of time in over thirteen years. The
skin was not burned, not peeling out of self-defense-this was its natural condition.
It was that knowledge that kept me from experimenting with the tabs myself. But,
as though he had read my mind, as if he had sensed my curiosity, Tony concluded
his shaving and began inspecting his arms, which, I discovered later, was part of his
morning ritual. He found a tab and turned his head to it with all his concentration,
lifting his arm close to his face, and he began pulling. This tab was like the
others-about the size of a fingertip-but, as he drew it down his arm, it expanded
circularly until it broke off. When he laid it at the bottom of the sink with the
others, it was the size of a small pancake.
I later learned that this problem was biological, due to a chemical imbalance in
Tony's system. But this imbalance was caused by his psychological state.
Everyone's heard that worry will cause you to lose your hair, and this may be an
old wive's tale, but the concept is a correct one. Stress forces you to use up vitamins
and nutrients faster. If you don't replace those nutrients and the stress continues
over a long time, physical manifestations will appear. This was Tony's problem. His
body spent so much time, so much energy, in trying to keep his mind functioning
that there was nothing left over for the_rest of his body. His mind was so lazy, so
confused, that it could not send messages to his other organs. His heart pumped so
slow and so lightly that staff members had trouble finding his pulse. As a result, his
circulation was so poor that the blood never go into his capillaries, never got into
the extremitities of his body or up to the surface of his skin. His hands and feet were
astoundingly cold, and you could cut him, gash his finger, and he would not bleed
unless the blade was more than a quarter inch down. And though his skin was dry
like crepe paper, his hair was slick with oil. And he had dandruff. And though he
bathed daily and washed completely, he had a body odor unlike any other. It wasn't
a once-in-a-while, sweat-type stink, but a constant and lingering sourness which surrounded him like an aura. And the dandruff-in flakes larger than normal-stuck to
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his oily hair , and his hair fell in sticky clumps in front of his face. Somewhere along
the line, his body had just not learned to distribute his body oils in a fair and even
way . Nor had it learned to expel his excess body water , which caused his feet to be
swollen and his eyes to retain a drowsy, sleepy look even when he was at his most
alert. He was treated both internally and externally for these ailments, but there was
not a diuretic to help him, no shampoo to help his hair , no moisturizer to aid his
skin. He was looked at, prodded, and examined by dermatoligists , urologists,
pathologists and every other kind of specialist in the book. And they all walked
away shaking their heads. It happens, they would say, and there's nothing we can
do. Behind their lamentations you could almost hear , '' And who cares anyway?
The guy 's stone cold crazy. "
Tony was a walking corpse. And he was my roommate.
He came to Our Sainted Lady of Mary Hope from a small hospital near Knox,
Indiana. The hospital itself is one of those old scary places, with thick bars on the
windows-both inside and outside-and a high, chain-link fence all around , with
rolls of barbed wire on top. The units are prison-like, with barred doors separating
the rooms. For a patient to get outside, he would have to go through four jail cell
doors, get past a dozen nightstick-carrying guards , and then conquer the electrified
fence . The administration, cleverly seeing that escape was impossible, reasoned that
the patients would find another way out, namely the floor. So they built the floor
with solid brick, the wall of a building laid flat , and painted it over to make it pretty.
Then some nurse would lead the new patients on a tour and she would stomp hard
on the floor and talk about the brick and tell them that escape was impossible.
Which was probably just fine with these guys, for they weren ' t going anywhere
anyway . They were probably glad of the security, happy that no one could get in.
Most of the patients were older men, hopeless cases who were being confined for
lack of a better place. They couldn't stay in the outer world because they would die
quickly; and they couldn ' t go to a jail because they hadn ' t committed a crime; and
they couldn ' t go to the better hospitals because it would just be a waste of the taxpayers ' money. So they were sent here. Most of them , like Tony , had spent the better part of their lives in mental hospitals and knew no other existence. Or didn ' t
remember any other existence. This was home. Why would they want to escape?
Tony, for some reason, became an object of dislike in this place. From what I
could gather , it had something to do with his physical problems and his relatively
young age. The orderlies, who more or less ran the place (for there were only a few
disinterested doctors and a handful of lazy nurses) did not like Tony ' s sour smell, or
his dandruff, or his peeling skin. They did not like the fact that he always wore the
same clothes, the .baggy grey sweat pants and the grey t-shirt with the words "Tony
Tiger " stenciled on the back. And they did not like his not speaking. For Tony said
very little, and when he did , it was either a cry for his mother , a plea to watch TV,
or something unintelligible. There were plenty of catatonics in this hospital, but
Tony was the worst of the bunch. If he wasn't lying in bed , he was sitting blankly
in front of the TV, or wandering aimlessly , or sitting in a dusty corner. He never
talked, but this was not his choice. The orderlies, however, did not realize this and
took it personally. Or maybe they saw that he couldn ' t speak and used it to their advantage. It was almost as if they saw his helplessness, and his youth , and they were
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preparing him for the rest of his life, a life that would be wasted in places like this.
As I said, Tony was a shuffler, a scuffer. From the minute he stepped out of
bed to the moment he climbed back in, his feet never left the surface of the floor. I
think he found some nameless contentment in always touching the ground, but it
was something I would never know for sure. But as he scuffed along, he was like a
dime store wind-up toy. If he bumped into something, he would just bounce off and
change direction until he hit something else. I saw him cross a room once, with
every intention of going to our room, when he ran into a low chair. I watched as he
turned to go around it, but as soon as he was on that new track, he was locked in.
He had started for his room, but wound up some place entirely different and didn't
seem to notice the difference. This state of body changed from day to day, from
hour to hour. At times he could be quite directed and determined. But his worst
time was in the early morning. And the orderlies down in Knox, Indiana knew this.
Before Tony woke up one day, they laid a large cardboard box at the size of his
bed, the side Tony always got out of. The box was wide and long and had a goodsized lip all the way around. So Tony wakes up and struggles his feet over the side
one by one. His blood is barely pumping after the long night and his sense of touch
is numb; he doesn't notice the cardboard feel. His eyes are nearly swollen shut and
he sees clouded images through a tiny slit. He stands slowly, finding his equilibrium,
and begins to shuffle to the bathroom, the place he always heads for upon rising.
His feet hit the first wall and stop. He tries again, but the wall is still there. It has
never been there before and he stands there, confused by this unknown presence,
and the orderlies laugh openly across the room, slapping their knees and crying with
joy, but Tony does not hear this, nor will he hear much for about an hour. After
hitting the first wall, he turns and tries another direction, again stubbing his toe into
a cardboard wall. He freezes and begins to whine, hands fluttering uncontrollably.
The whine stays at one low level, then stops, and Tony, lost for a solution to this
dilemma, crawls back into bed. His face twitches, incoherent thoughts of failure running through his mind, and the sun comes through the barred windows which prevent all escapes. The orderlies wipe their eyes with their white shirtsleeves and head
for the bed to wake Tony, to end the joke. And Tony, who was on his way to the
bathroom, and who knows by experience that he should be there by now, has begun
to piss, a dark wet spot growing in the crotch of his grey sweat pants and silent tears
running down his cheeks. This, naturally changes the orderlies' mood.
''Hey-goddammit, Tony-get outta bed!'' one shouts, coming to the bedside,
"Yer fucken pissin' all over the place, goddammit."
And they grab wrists and ankles and swing him out of bed, dropping him hard
on the brick, and the one at the ankles drags him to the bathroom, ripping Tony
over the corrugated brick with shouts of, "Goddamn you, Tony, you fucken
asshole, yer gonna clean that fucken bed yerself, you fucken asshole,'' and on, all
the way to the toilet, the other patients rising to see the action, pointing and
laughing, and Tony's head bouncing on the brick, whining.
These stories, which I got from Tony's mother, instilled a feeling of anger and

hatred in me which had no place to go. They had taken place years earlier, in a
town so tiny I had trouble finding it on the map. It was all over a long time ago, but
you still look for justice. I projected my feelings onto Tony, imagining that
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somewhere inside of him, somewhere in his unspoken depths, he was feeling the
same anger and need for retailiation. It was little consolation, but there was a story
that evened the score more.
It seems that these two orderlies (the same two who did the cardboard box
trick) were taking Tony down to the infirmary for his monthly check-up. It was a
slow day and they were bored. They were also alone in a nearly deserted hallway
with the patient they hated the most. Coincidentally, one of the orderlies just happened to have a '' cattle prod'' with him. The stories of these prods goes way back
in the history of mental health. They used to be quite common, but the Supreme
Court (or someone) graciously made them illegal one day (probably a slow day when
they had nothing better to do). But their illegality was little deterrent for those who
believed in their effectiveness, like our friendly orderly. His prod was a homemade
one, a seven-inch vibrator with the plastic tip cut off and a metal plate inserted. The
wires inside were re-routed and a higher voltage battery was fitted. The power of
the vibrator was no longer the intended all-over jiggling, but instead, a concentratedto-the-tip jolt. The prods were formerly used as punishment for patients, subtle hints
that they were out of line. But Tony was never out of line. He wouldn't know how
to be out of line. But the orderly didn't care; he was only interested in the recreational aspects of his toy.
So, as they walked down the hall, the first orderly suggests that they give Tony
a little bolt of metallic lightning, just for kicks. The other orderly agrees, and after a
quick check of the empty hall, the first orderly plugs the vibrator into Tony's soft
ass and revs it up. Tony is such a catatonic that they expect little or no reaction, but
they get just the opposite. It stuns him and he jumps with a yelp of pain. He goes
just a few inches off the ground, but he comes down crooked, on the side of his
ankle, and it collapses beneath him. The rest of his body follows and he sprawls on
the floor. The orderlies panic, finding themselves with suddenly empty arms, and
they whip their heads around to see if anyone heard. They latch onto Tony, grabbing him hard under the armpits, sinking their fingers into his soft flesh, hoisting
him up with frantic pleas of, "C'mon, Tony, c'mon big fella, get offa yer ass, up we
go.'' They pull the sprawling body up as it whines and moans. A nurse steps into
the hallway behind to see what all the commotion is about, and the first orderly
turns an innocently smiling face to her as he pushes Tony forward and says,
"T'wasn 't nothin', just stubbed his toe, we got 'im," and the charming smile
sends the nurse back to the cheap novel she was reading-which is where she
wanted to stay in the first place.
They lead Tony around the corner, still lifting him up by the armpits, trying to
make it look like he's walking on his own. But he isn't, and his feet are flopping on
the floor, bending behind him, dragging on the tops of his toes, and the pain is
shown in his anguished face as he cries to the ceiling. But the orderlies have their
priorities and hurry him out of sight, ignoring his agony. They turn the corner and
ease Tony down, swearing at him, yelling at him to stop crying, blaming him for
falling and asking him why he can't take a joke. The first orderly is up, pacing nervously, checking the halls and commanding Tony to be quiet. The second orderly is
on the floor, leaning against the wall with Tony, holding a hand over Tony's mouth
in order to keep him quiet, keeping his hand there in spite of the drool and spit on

66/Stories and Prose Forms

his palm, keeping it there in spite of Tony's struggle for air. In their preoccupation
with their own endangered asses, the orderlies do not notice that Tony's ankles
have begun to swell and turn purple. Tony has never had to walk more than a few
yards at a time, never had to run a mile in gym class, never had to march fifteen
miles with a full pack. He has never had to carry furniture or lift weights or throw a
bale of hay onto a truck. And his body shows it. He has no muscle tone, no
strength, no endurance. He can hold himself upright and walk and brush his teeth,
but that is about it. His years of confinement have left his muscles undeveloped, soft
and flaccid. The least twist or bump can cause a sizeable injury, a noticeable mark,
like bruises and swelling. This has been a major sprain for Tony and his body is
reacting accordingly: his already fat feet are doubling in size, and the thin-walled
veins have burst, spreading a purple and yellow tint to the entire area.
It was about then that a nurse wandered unnoticed down the hall. The orderlies
were in the process of getting Tony on his feet, but there was no way he could
stand up. They were about to drag him along the floor when the nurse-who was
none too sharp but knew that skin was not supposed to be purple and that patients
were not supposed to be dragged-saw the scene and reported it. Tony spent two
weeks in the infirmary, during which time his mother was called in to soothe him,
and during which time Tony was able to mumble out that the orderlies had, in fact,
given him a little juice before his fall and that he hadn't tripped as they claimed. A
hasty review board was called up and the orderlies were subsequently fired. Which
was no big deal because most orderlies are just temporary employees, people waiting
around for some other job, and this job loss would not break them. But it was
something, some retribution, and I was glad of that for Tony. I remember how I
heard the story and then tried to convey it to him because I felt so sorry for him,
sorry for all the things that he endured in that place. I told him the story of the
order lies getting fired and held him by the shoulders so he'd look me in the eye and
told him, "They got fired Tony. Don't you see?" But he didn't see and probably
wouldn't have cared anyway. I didn't really see the point myself, but you do things
to ease your mind even if they are senseless.
I knew none of this, of course, when I first met Tony. My first sight of him
was an uneventful one. I was in the hallway when the door unlocked and the
orderly brought him in. New arrivals always attract a lot of attention (for they are
new blood, fresh sources of bizzare tales and behavior), but I should have known
something was up when no one was drawn to Tony's entrance. He came in without
fuss, without bother, just a dopey looking guy in a grey t-shirt and grey sweat pants
who was barely able to keep his barefooted balance on the just waxed floor. I was in
the hall strictly out of coincidence, not drawn to his entrance. Even the orderly
seemed disinterested. He let Tony stand alone in the hall while he went to the
Nurses Station to pick up a clip board, left him standing there with the door wide
open behind him, a no-no among the staff. But this orderly could see that Tony
wasn't going anywhere. He wasn't going to escape or even try. There wasn't the
slightest possibility.

About an hour later, I was called into an office for a brief meeting. Gathered
there were Betty Klocek (Head Nurse and floor supervisor) and Raymond Pope
(Psychologist and Director of Therapy), plus Tony and his mother. They were all
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seated in a small circle, Tony and his mother together on a couch, Raymond in a
big easy chair stroking his orange beard, and Betty at her desk. Betty was the one
who did all the talking, telling me that Tony would be here for a while and asking
me if I would be his roommate.
" We don ' t often ask patients who they want to room with, " Betty explained,
"But we thought this was a special situation. You see, Tony's condition is
somewhat more severe than we're accustomed to here, but he is only in transit, he
will only be here a short time. ''
The next line came from Tony's mother:
" Tony is a very sick boy. But he is not retarded. His mind does not work like
everyone else ' s, but he can be helped," and she lovingly ran her hand up Tony's
back and through his greasy hair. He tried to pull away like a little boy.
She was a large woman, dressed in a black skirt and jacket, with a frilly white
shirt billowing out from underneath. And though she would become a strange sort
of friend to me, I did not like her on first sight. She was one of these older women
who put on too much make-up-especially rogue and lipstick- in an effort to look
younger. And she said those lines about Tony in a proud, open-eyed expression that
seemed pasted on, phony. I figured her to be some high-class bitch who wanted to
dump her son off so she could go to country club cocktail parties and deny his existence. Judging by the way she was over-dressed and over-decorated , I thought she
might be heading for the club any minute.
But I was wrong, very wrong. In the next twenty-four hours I would dissect
and analyze the first words she had said in the office, and I would find just the opposite to be true. She had said:
'' Tony is a very sick boy ... ''
Boy ? This guy must be at least twenty-five, I had thought. And it turned out
that he was twenty-nine, a full-grown man. And though many women use this
reference to deny the fact that their sons are growing up, I think she used it to reinforce the fact that Tony was still her son, still her responsibility. With him spending
all his time away from her in hospitals, it must have taken a lot of self-convincing.
' 'But he is not retarded ... ' '
This was the clincher line, this is the one that brought out all the forced pride
in her expression. There must have been times when it would have been easier to
just say, " Yes, he is retarded ," and just write him off, send him to some simple factory and rake in the sympathy. But to admit that he was retarded would imply some
genetic fault on her part, some flaw in the mother. She could not handle that. So,
while all her friends are telling her stories about their sons becoming doctors and
lawyers, she has to sit there and say, "Well, Tony is still sick, but someday ... "
The last line about Tony's mind not working like others and his capacity to be
helped was just a throw-away. She probably started saying that back when Tony was
fifteen , when he first went into the hospital and she truly believed it. Now it just
came out by force of habit.
But what didn ' t come from habit was the loving caress she gave him, running
her hand up his back and through his hair. Tony always smelled bad, and he smelled
bad that day , and his hair was always greasy and filled with dandruff and that day
was no exception. I don ' t care how much you love someone, you don ' t touch and
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stroke them blindly, especially when they are as repugnant as Tony. But she didn't
care. She rubbed his back and wrapped her arm around him during the whole time I
was there, and when Tony left, she didn ' t wipe her hands on the couch or flick
away the pieces of dead skin that must have fallen onto her hand.
It took me time to appreciate the love she had for Tony, and her capacity for
hardship, and I never would have if she hadn't initiated our friendship. She would
come in and tell me stories about Tony after she visited with him, and she would
write me letters and talk to me on the phone. We now shared a common bond, the
well-being of Tony, and I don't think she found much understanding in the outside
world. People are only willing to listen so long to stories that deal with mental
hospitals, but I would hear them all day. I didn't have much else to do.
So Tony's mother, Betty, and Raymond all asked me if I would mind being
Tony's roommate. They asked me to help him around when needed-carryin g his
food trays, getting him to meetings on time, seeing that he didn't get too lonely. I
could be magnanimous and say I did it out of concern for my fellow human being,
but that would be far from the truth. I agreed to help, but at that time, at the age of
eighteen when I was a fucked-up kid who had been in trouble with authority all his
life, I did it because Raymond and Betty were sitting there with clipboards on their
laps, just waiting to write something in my chart. I did it because it would make me
look good, magnanimous.
Little did I know what I was getting into.
I found out later that night, however. Tony had the bed on the far side of the
room, over by the window. Mine was closer to the door, nearer the bathroom, and
next to the wall where the closets were. I was sleeping when I heard Tony whining,
moaning in his low-pitched, but irritating way. I had been warned about this, but
this was the first time I had actually heard it. And it was not coming from Tony's
bed. I opened my eyes and there was Tony, standing at the side of my bed, his back
to me as he faced the closet. His head was lifted to the ceiling, spiralling in small
circles as he howled, and his arms were circled loosely around his waist in front. He
was standing over a pile of clothes I had thrown in the corner, and I realized at that
moment that he was about to take a piss. I bolted out of bed and grabbed him by the
shoulders, my fingers sinking into the mushy muscles. I turned him away from the
clothes, looking down to see if he had done any damage, and began rattling off commands for him to wake up and wait until we got to the bathroom. But he didn't
hear me, and continued to wail, his face turned skyward, his arms still looped in
front, and the piss beginning to fall. I pushed him on at arm's length, waddling in
my own path and looking down to avoid the trail of piss that reflected in the dim
light. I steered him around the corner and into the bathroom , pushing him forward
to the toilet, and flicked on the light. He stood there and cried, the tears streaming
down his face, screaming for his mother as he pissed on the wall and floor,
anywhere but in the bowl. But I was glad to have gotten him that far and I leaned
on the doorjamb to collect my senses. I was almost back to sanity when Tony
turned from the toilet, turned to face me-in an attempt, I believe, to thank
me-and pissed all over my legs.

Stories and Prose Forms/69

HOW TO PLAY PINBALL BETTER
Kevin Kotowski

Everyone, young or old, rich or poor, male or female, thinks they know how to play
pinball. They sidle up to the machine, slip a quarter into the slot as cool as you
please, pull the plunger, bunch up their muscles and watch as the ball oh so gently
checks out on them. They mutter, punch the flippers a few times, and quietly go on
their way to repeat the same tired process over and over and over again in bars, hot
dog stands, chili parlors, brothels and gas stations throughout the nation. No, make
that the world. Pinball, my friends, is a planet-wide disease you'd best be on the
lookout for. The cure is to know how to play the game and play it well.
Playing pinball, like driving a car, is simple. But playing well, like driving a
Grand Prix racer at Monaco, is an art form that demands a high level of skill, patience, and determination.
Now, I know that all you pessimists out there believe that the introduction of
electromechanical devices such as bumpers, kick-out holes, thumper-bumpers, and
flippers, combined with the extraordinar y sensitivity of modern-day tilt mechanisms,
have taken all the old-fashioned body English out of pinball. Nothing could be further from the truth.
While it is true that these devices have changed the game significantly, there's
still a lot of room left for the learning and refinement of fundamentals and the
development of individual playing styles.
The first rule of pinball is know the machine. Nobody, but nobody, goes in and
racks up six-figure scores on a machine they've never played before. Whether
you're in front of a Captain Fantastic or a Fireball or an Old Chicago, you should
play it at least a half dozen times before you even try going for the big scores.
Watch where the targets are, and the slope of the playfield, and the direction
the ball tends to go, and the power of the thumpers, and the angles in which the
flippers send the ball spinning.
Let your eyes get accustomed to the pulse and color of the lights and your ears
to the tone and melodies.
The secret is not to ignore the aural and visual effects but to wire yourself into
them, flow with them, become one with the machine, an extension of the microtransistors inside.
Play any one machine enough and you'll feel an energy surge everytime you
place your palms. alongside its flippers. And to dispel any Freudian thoughts nagging
at your mind-yes, it is a sexual feeling. And I bet that sends you running to the
nearest amusement arcade.
Once you've gotten adjusted to the ways and whims of the individual machine,
you're ready to play in earnest.
Stand about 3 feet in front of the machine, your shoulders relaxed, one foot
slightly in front of the other for balance. If you stand too close, you '11 find that the
power has to come from your arms, which wastes most of your body strength.
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You'll find that you get slightly more power from your middle finger on the flipper
buttons, slightly more control from your index finger. You pays your money, you
takes your choice.
Rest the heels of both palms on the comers of the cabinet. Your palms are your
secret weapons in the pinball wars. A blow to the cabinet, called a nudge or nudgie,
will reinforce the rebound of the ball off a bumper or kicker. But a nudge is useless
unless the ball is touching a solid surface at the precise moment you hit the
machine. The trick is to nudge the machine hard enough to impart force to the ball
without setting off the tilt mechanism within. Practice, yes indeedy, makes perfect.
The true pinball artist assimilates everything that governs the direction and
velocity of the ball into his style of play. And keeping a ball in play is the only way
to score points.
Timing and hand and eye coordination are the all-important tools you should
cultivate. The flippers begin to feel like extensions of your hands. Just remember,
they money ' s in the bonuses and free games, not just bouncing the ball around.
Take some time to really learn how to play and I guarantee St. Peter will have your
wizard's cap ready when you finally roll into that big pinball parlor in the sky.
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BEDTIME STORY
Esther Vital

It wasn't all that long ago when Matiana killed her brother. She dropped a heavy
metal toy airplane on his head as he slept in his cradle.
There was no rivalry between the siblings, Matiana was rather well-adjusted for
someone who was four, and at the age when anything new is a curiosity, not a
threat. With an absence of rivalry, an absence of rage, Matiana dropped the airplane
on her brother's head.
She was an obedient child who ate bowls full of split peas and practiced the
dulcimer nightly. But she did not sleep. Her mother would run a damp washcloth
over Matiana's face, help her into a brushed flannel dressing gown, and tucked her
into her trundle bed. "Sweet dreams," Matiana's mother would say as she turned
down the lamp. "But how can I dream when I don't sleep?" Matiana always asked.
"Of course you sleep," her mother insisted. "You just don't remember it."
But Matiana didn't sleep. She didn't know how. When the flat was quiet, all
the lamps turned down, and the front door bolted against the night, she slipped out
of her trundle bed and stood over her parents, trying to learn how to sleep. She
made mental notes: their eyes were closed, their mouths open, and their teeth
ground. Matiana would go back to her trundle bed, close her eyes, open her mouth,
and grind her teeth. But she did not sleep. Then she tried to learn from Tomas. He
too closed his eyes, but he also curled himself into a knot, put his rear end in the
air, and fist in his mouth. Matiana went back to her trundle bed and tried her
brother's position, but it too did not put her to sleep. She spent her nights watching
people to sleep, trying to learn how to do it herself, for as long back as she could
remember. She tried to recall if she slept when she was Tomas' age, but couldn't.
She decided she did not.
One night, instead of trying to learn to sleep, she decided to occupy her night
in a different way. She went to the kitchen and took from the icebox cabbage leaves
and endive. She went back to her parents' room and covered the sleeping pair-with
their eyes closed, mouths opened, and teeth grinding-with the vegetables. Matiana
then went back to her bed to lie awake until morning. When it came through the
slats in her shutters, she went to the kitchen where her parents were eating poached
eggs with toast.
"I didn't sleep again last night," she told them, "and I covered you with cabbage leaves and endive. I put them on you. I didn't sleep. I did it so you'd know."
Matiana' s parents looked at Matiana, then at each other. The only thing covering them that morning was a faded quilt.
The dog ate the vegetables.
The next night Matiana' s face was washed with a damp cloth, her flannel dressing gown was slipped over her head, and she was tucked into her trundle bed, neck
deep in a goose feather comforter. "Sweet dreams," her mother said. But Matiana
had none.
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Instead, she waited until the flat was quiet, all the lamps were turned down, and
the front door bolted against the night. She slipped out of her trundle bed, went into
the bathroom, and filled the wash basin with water. She went back to her bed and
waited for morning. When it came, she went to her parents and asked them to look
in the wash basin. "Last night when I was not sleeping, I filled it with water. Really,
I did. Go see for yourself." Her parents went to the bathroom to see for themselves.
The basin was empty.
The water had slipped out through a hole in the stopper.
'' Matiana,'' her father said, folding himself into a comfortable stoop and looking his daughter straight in the eye, "each night you sleep. You just don't
remember. The things you say you do are only in your dreams. See, you dream.
That means you sleep.''
"If you want us to believe you, Matiana," her mother said, absent-mindedly
lifting the rusted chain connected to the stopper and unplugging the drain, "you'll
have to do something that's permanent."
Matiana' s parents looked at each other, at Matiana, then went to the kitchen to
eat their poached eggs with toast. Matiana remembered how Tia Maria brought her
to her Mamagrande's wake, stood her over the old woman, and said, "This, Matiana, is permanent.''
That evening Matiana's face was washed with a damp cloth, her flannel dressing gown was slipped over her head, and she was tucked into her trundle bed, neck
deep in a goose feather comforter. "Sweet dreams," her mother said as she turned
down the lamp.
When the flat was quiet, all the lamps turned down, and the front door bolted
against the night, Matiana slipped out of her trundle bed and went over to her
brother's cradle. She could not see if he had his eyes closed or a fist in his mouth,
because his face was buried in a red and white gingham pillow sham with a border
of calico print. But his rear end was up in the air. He was sleeping. Matiana took a
heavy metal toy airplane down from its place on a shelf, went back to the crib,
raised her hand with the airplane over her head, and dropped it. It landed on
Tomas' head.
The effect was permanent, the act obedient, and all was without rage.
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EQUAL SHARES
Sandra L. Crockett

"Mama, oooh Mama, Terry got into your dusting powder and she spilled it all over
your dresser. Mama, I told her not to do it. Mama ... Mama, you alright?"
The bag of groceries fell from Mama's grip and slid to the floor. Apples and
oranges rolled across the worn linoleum. Her face tightened, like it had when they
found out Daddy was dead. Her body trembled and Sam thought she was going to
cry. Instead, she reached down to pick up the plate that Terry had spread peanut
butter and Ritz crackers over. Mama threw the dish against one side of the kitchen
wall before crumpling down on the kitchen floor in a heap, in the middle of bright
red apples and navel oranges. Terry and Sam watched as the Ritz crackers flew
around them and as their mother lost control. Terry started crying, making little
whimpering sounds like a wounded puppy. Mama sat with her head in her hands
and heaved many long hard sighs. Her shoulders arched up and down as if each sigh
was an effort that required great strength. Sam wanted to ask what was going on
but was afraid she would not have an answer. The sighs stop coming and Terry and
Sam held their breath. Finally, Mama's body vibrated with gut-wrenching sobs.
Terry climbed off the kitchen chair, ran to her, hugged her, wiping the tears
away with her chubby dimpled hand.
"Come here, baby." Mama motioned to Sam with her hand. She was holding
Terry around the waist, with her head buried into her chest, trying to stifle the
tears. Sam walked over to her, side-stepping apples and oranges, and wrapped her
arms around the two of them. Sam didn't know how long they stayed like that, the
three of them , hugging each other down there on that yellow kitchen floor among
the fruit ...
Beatrice had walked her husband's lover to the door, never letting on how hurt she
was. She walked in front of the woman, her face twisted with emotion when she
caught sight of her oldest child crouched behind the couch. The child had been
eavesdropping! Beatrice escorted the woman to the front door, keeping her hands
balled into two tight fists thrust down deep in the pockets of her housedress. For
just a second she wondered how it would feel to have her hands wrapped around the
woman's throat. She imagined her hands choking the life from the woman, how the
woman would gasp for air, but Beatrice would give her no pity. Hadn ' t, after all,
the woman spared Beatrice no pity by coming here and confessing? Beatrice smiled
when she thought about how the woman would fall to the floor unconscious or, better yet, dead.
But Beatrice was a lady, and ladies didn't choke other ladies, no matter how
dire the circumstances. She showed the young woman out, who only said, "Goodbye." Beatrice did not answer her, felt there was no answer and wanted to forget
about the woman, this lover of her husband's. Beatrice wished to throw her out of
her mind much like one would discard used dishwater down a drain, without a se-

7 4/Stories and Prose Forms

cond's thought. Her child was crying in her room, but Beatrice had to think for a
minute. She did not want her daughter to have bad memories about her dead father.
She did not want her daughter to be saddled with a burden of guilt, but she was not
quite sure how to deal with Sam rignt now. So when Beatrice was upset or confused
about a certain action to take, she did what came perfectly natural to her. She
cleaned house.
That evening she got down on her hands and knees and scrubbed every corner
of the kitchen floor. It did not matter that the floor had been scrubbed by Sam only
the other day. Beatrice rubbed at the floor with vengeance and strength that was
not usually evident. she scrubbed so hard that her muscles ached, but yet she would
not, could not, stop until she felt control of the situation once again. After the floor,
she attacked the kitchen cabinets. By this time the sun had set, Sam had cried
herself asleep, and the baby was singing in her crib. Beatrice knew she should have
been cooking dinner but those cabinets, she felt, would lift her spirits when they
were sparkling. One at a time she emptied the cabinets of food and plates while
standing barefoot in a kitchen chair. The baby sang "London Bridges" in her wobbly baby voice and collapsed giggling onto the mattress when she got to the part
'' and they all fall down.''
It took Beatrice an hour to clean those cabinets. She stopped long enough only
to give the baby a bottle. When she was satisfied that they were as clean as they
were ever going to get, she stood in the center of the room and looked around.
There was nothing left that needed cleaning. It was close to ten o'clock now. The
house was quiet and dark except for the light shining in the kitchen. The baby had
sung herself back to sleep.
Beatrice walked into her daughter's room, took the bottle from the baby, and
covered her up. She went over to Sam's bed and sat on the edge of it. The child's
face was streamed with wet tear marks. Her closed eyes were puffy, and her mouth
was opened as she breathed in air. She hadn't bothered to undress herself, but lay in
her faded green overalls. It was Sam's favorite pair of overalls because they were
just like the ones that her father had.
Beatrice laid her hand on the girl's cheek. It felt warm and soft. She unsnapped
the two buttons on her overalls, intent on pulling them down without waking her.
She had them half down her hips when Sam stirred and mumbled something
Beatrice did not understand. Beatrice was busy unlacing Sam's gym shoes when the
child woke up. "Ma," she said, startling Beatrice, "I'm sorry." Beatrice felt a
lump rise in her throat. She hugged Sam. ''You sorry 'bout what, sugar? You sorry
'bout eavesdropping on grown folks' conversation or you sorry 'bout what you
found out and would have been a whole lot happier not ever knowing? What is it
you are sorry about, sugar?"
Sam sat up in the bed and grabbed her mother around her ample waist. She had
not understood all that she had heard, but she had understood enough to know that
her daddy had done something wrong and nasty and something that had hurt her
mother. "Was that daddy's secret friend, Mama? Who was she, Mama? What did

she do to Daddy?' '
Beatrice had cleaned and scrubbed until her knuckles ached and her knees
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blistered, but she still did not have any answers for her daughter.
"Oh, Sam," she told her, "first I should beat the living tar out of you for
eavesdropping! Do you hear me, child? You listen to me good, because if I ever
catch you doing anything like this again you won't be able to sit down for a week!
But I guess you hurting too bad now anyways. Anything that I would do to you
now would not make you feel any worse than you already feeling.''
Sam rested her head on her mother's chest. She was somewhat relieved that
she would be spared the sting of the ironing cord, but she was still puzzled by what
she had heard and by how her mother was feeling right now.
"Don't you fret none 'bout me now, sugar," Beatrice told Sam, sensing the
little girl's concern for her. "Don't you fret any 'bout me, and don't you go thinking any bad thoughts about your father. You hear me, child?" Sam shook her head.
She didn ' t want to think bad thoughts about her daddy, but she couldn't take the
thought of her mother being hurt or upset.
"Your daddy and me, we had us some good times, you hear? We had us some
real good times, and I ain't regretting nothing, sugar. I ain't regretting one single
thing.' ' Sam tucked her legs underneath her and leaned her weight against her
mother ' s.
"Why, the day that you was born was one of the happiest days in our lives.
Yep, you see, you was our first-born, and it ain't never quite the same as it is when
you give birth to your first-born. We love your sister just as much as we love you,
but you was special, so very special to us. You know how most men go around
bragging about how their wives are going to give them sons and all that? Well, I
want you to know that your daddy never said nothing like that while I was carrying
you in my belly. You know what he said? He always said, 'Beatrice, we going have
us a healthy little baby. That's all I'm asking the Good Lord for is a healthy
baby. '''
Sam grinned at this news. Her mother had never told her this before, and it
made her feel all warm and toasty inside.
" And Lord! " her mother continued, "that man was one nervous wreck when
my time came. Don ' t ever let no man tell you that we women are the ones that fall
apart in the middle of a crisis. No sir, I tell you it is the men who can't stand
anything that they don't know nothing about. You decided you wanted to come
in to this world about three o'clock in the morning. "
''Why is it, Mama? '' Sam interrupted. ''Why is it that babies like to be born
in the morning hours? ' '
"Well, they don ' t all be born in the morning hours, sugar. But I know what
you mean cause i~ seem like all the ones I hear about and the two that I had all like
to be born in the morning hours. Well, here it was all quiet in the house. We were
living over on Juniper Street then. You know, the house where Miss Higgins lives
now, though I must say I kept that house a whole lot cleaner when me and your
daddy had it. I never seen such a young woman be so sloppy. Lord knows you can ' t
hardly get through the door without stepping over laundry or her books or her
papers she correcting. Her being a teacher and all she should be setting a better example for our kids. But what can you say? At least the woman is a good teacher.
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Why, you know more math at your age than me or your daddy knew when we
graduated high school. So I guess if the woman is sloppy we just better overlook
that. It's her personal business if she wants to live in a pig pen. I say, just as long as
she teaches my kids right, how she conducts her business behind closed doors is her
personal and private affair. But have you a ever seen such a junkpile?"
''No, Mama,'' Sam said, wishing her Ma would stop talking about Miss Higgins and continue this wonderful story about her birth.
"Yeah, me and your daddy lived up until the time you was one year old in that
house. The night you came it was hot out. In fact it was so hot that I had slipped
out of my gown and slept with nothing on, just a light pair of panties. I was mighty
uncomfortable. I remember that. I could never get right. My big stomach was
always in the way. True to his nature, your daddy slept like a log while I tossed and
turned. My suitcase was packed and sitting in a corner. It had been packed and sitting in that same corner for nearly a solid month. You see how anxious I was to
have you?'' With that, Beatrice leaned down and planted a kiss on her daughter's
cheek. Sam felt dreamlike. Sitting here in the dark with her mother. Her baby sister
slept, occassionally making smacking noises as if the bottle was still in her mouth.
She felt the closest she had ever felt to her mother, almost, but not quite, as if they
were two women sharing a personal moment.
Beatrice looked a thousand miles away and indeed she was. She was back eleven
years in time on a hot musty night, the night when she gave birth for the first time.
"I guess I must have finally drifted to sleep," she continued, "but around
three in the morning, I woke with the most awful pain in my stomach. For nine
long months I had been wondering how it would feel. All I had been hearing up to
that point was the stories from the other women, and those were as different as the
women themselves. I mean there were the nice stories, like Ida Jones, who said how
easy the whole thing was. In one minute and out the next, she would say. Of course
she got eighteen kids, so I guess she's real used to the whole thing. She already had
ten of those kids by the time I was pregnant. I used to like to listen to her stories.
She always made the whole thing seem so easy. Like baking a cake.
"But then there was Ida Mae Hopkins. Old Ida Mae would scare the living
daylights out of me with her horror stories. She told me about the time she gave
birth to her Jenny. 'That child just didn't want to face the world,' Ida Mae would
say. Ida stayed in labor for two days. That's a mighty long time for a woman to stay
in labor. A mighty long time. Ida would tell me how she thought she was going to
die right there in that hospital waiting for Jenny to come. She would say how dry
her mouth got and how no one would allow her any water. How the nurses would
all walk past and cluck their tongues, saying things like, 'You' re still here, mother?'
or 'Let's get this show on the road, mother.' Ida said she wanted to kill each of
them. Mr. Hopkins had come to the hospital with Ida at first but he had gotten
tired of hanging around and had went to a bar to get drunk. So there was poor Ida
Mae, lying flat on her back with her big belly big and hurting up a storm and all
those dumb nurses walking around asking when the show was going to get on the
road. When Jenny finally came, they had to give Ida Mae some kind of knock-out
drug, and she doesn't remember anything about the whole thing. Can you imagine
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that, sugar? Can you imagine going through childbirth without remembering
anything about it? She had to ask, when she woke in the recovery room, just what
did she have, a boy or a girl.
'' I prayed to God right then and there that no such luck would befall me. I
wanted to know what was going on. I wanted to be awake and find out just what
this was all about. And you know something, Sam? I was. I was awake the whole
time. When I first started getting the pains, I was so happy. That was only at first,
then the pain started to come. And it come bad."
Sam felt a moment of regret for having to give her Ma so much pain. Then she
realized how dumb that was. She couldn't help being born.
''When the pain came so bad that it brought tears to my eyes, I decided it was
time to wake your Daddy up. Joe, I called him, but he did not budge. He was
always a hard sleeper even back then. Joe, I screamed. I felt like, why should I be
the only one in pain, when this man was sleeping like a boy without a care in the
world?"
Sam snickered. That was just like her mother, who believed the whole family
should have an equal share in everything that went on. And it was just like her daddy to not to want to share in anything that was so painful.
"Joe woke up," Beatrice said, "and that man took one look at my face and
knew that it was time. That's when the whole thing got kind of funny. Or so it
seems, looking back on it."
Beatrice laughed softly, immersed in the thoughts. She hugged Sam closer.
"Your daddy jumped out of that bed like his behind had caught on fire. He
leaped from the bed and stood there looking at me like I was some sort of invalid.
You know how your daddy was, Sam. Up until the day that he died, he liked to
think that he could take control of every situation.
"Remember your first day of school? You was crying and sniveling and didn't
want to go to school. Just between you and me, I felt awful about you leaving home
and going to school. But your daddy was the one who took charge and told you that
you were about to start a part of your life that was to be wonderful and full of all
types of learning experiences and new people. Why, when he got finished talking to
you, you marched out of that door and couldn't wait to get to school. I still felt kind
of sad about losing you to that outside world, but I was also proud of how grown up
you took it.
"But the night that you were born, your daddy ran around the house like
some sort of crazy fool. 'Are you sure it's time, are you real sure it ' s time? ' he kept
asking me over and over again, whilst I lay in that bed writhing as the pains kept
coming closer and closer. I saw that he was going to be absolutely no help whatsoever, so I pulled my fat-bellied self out of that bed. And right then, among all the
pain and excitement and your crazy daddy, I thought of something funny and
started laughing so hard that I could not stop. By that time, Joe thought I was losing
my mind , but he decided he had to humor me. He tried to help me pull on my
pants, but he couldn't keep anything in his grip. I was thinking about the conversation I had overheard. Mind you, I wasn't eavesdropping. I just couldn ' t help hearing when he had talked to his friend Jesse and told him how cool and calm he was
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going to be when my time came. 'I'm gonna know what to do and take charge of
things,' he had told Jesse, and he said, 'You know how women are. They get
flustered at small things, so you know they ain't gonna be no good when it comes
to the really big things.' I thought about that conversation while your father looked
muddled and confused about what to do next. I wanted to remind him of that conversation, but every time I caught a breath between my laughs, then the pain would
come and shut me up."
"How did it feel, Mommy?" Sam wanted to know. "How did the pain feel?
Did it hurt awful bad?"
"Well, baby," Beatrice explained, "it was like a real bad case of the stomach
cramps. A real bad case. But all the while I was feeling that pain, I was feeling happier than I had ever felt before. You see, I knew pretty soon I would have a
beautiful baby to take care of. I knew that I would be holding part of Joe in my
arms. I had finally sent your daddy out to the car with my suitcase, while I grabbed
my toothbrush and phoned Dr. Watkins. The Dr. said everything was going the
way it should have and that he would meet me at the hospital. I closed the front
door with a funny feeling. I would be a mother the next time I opened that door.
You'll know that feeling too one day, Sam.
"Your daddy drove like a lunatic to the hospital. I thank God we got there in
one piece, although he was in much worse condition than I was. When we arrived
at the emergency room, he left the car running and ran hollering through the doors
talking about he was about to have a baby. Well, after the nurses understood what
he was talking about, they brought a wheelchair out to the car to collect me. I
hadn ' t noticed at home, but I almost died of shame when I realized that your daddy
hadn't bothered to change into any clothes. The man was standing in his pajama
bottoms, bare chested and wearing his worn-out combat boots. I tell you I almost
died of the shame. He looked so scared and worried when they wheeled me away
into the labor room. Then I felt shamed and embarrassed for being shamed and embarrassed about the way he was dressed."
Sam laughed. Once again that sounded just like her mother. Always concerned
about how her family looked to other people. Most often the other people gave less
than a hoot about how anybody looked.
''You know what, sugar?'' Beatrice asked Sam. ''You were the easiest birthing baby. You gave me no problems and you came out healthy and hollering. The
nurses washed you up, then laid you on my stomach. I was glad that you were a
pretty little girl. You had lots of curly black hair framing your face. And what a big
mouth! You were all wrinkly and puffy. Finally you drifted off to sleep. After all,
being born is some. hard work, and you were all pooped out.''
"What did daddy say," Sam wanted to know, "when he found out I was a
girl? What did he say?"
'' When your daddy was allowed to come in and see you for the first time, was
the first time that I saw him cry tears of joy. He said he was proud to be the daddy
of such a beautiful little girl and that he would never let anybody hurt you. Your
daddy loved you when you were born and loved you up until the day that he died.
And you know something, sugar? Wherever your daddy is right now, he is still
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loving you and that is what I want you to,always remember, no matter what you
hear about him. Remember that he was not an angel. He was a damn good man and
father who will always love you."
Sam felt good. She decided she would not think too much about the words that
she had heard the strange lady say. That lady didn't know her daddy. Not really.
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LIVING WITH GRANDPARENTS
Ste.ve Reding

My mother used to whistle the song "Stardust" whenever she was in a good mood.
I can't remember her even being in a bad mood, but then I remember very little
about my mother. She died when I was seven.
The day after my mother was buried in the cemetery, my father gathered the
family together into the living room. He stood up straight in front of his easy chair.
His head and shoulders weren't bent downward in a slump, like they were the day
before at the church and in the cemetery. Most of the red had left my father's eyes.
I felt strange standing in the living room that morning, with my brothers and
sisters. We were never allowed in the living room except on Christmas Eve and
Christmas morning, Thanksgiving Day, my grandfather's birthday, and a few other
festive occasions. That morning felt far from a festive occasion. My sister wouldn't
be sniffling, but hooting and hollering, and singing "Happy Birthday" to my grandfather. My older brother Larry wouldn't be slumped over, but standing erect, with a
smile cut across his face from ear to ear, because my father let him carve part of the
Thanksgiving turkey. I wouldn't be staring down at my shoes, but my eyes would
be darting from gift to gift under the Christmas tree, searching for the wrapped box
labeled Steve. My father's eyes wouldn't be red, but they'd be pressed up against
the eyepiece of his 8mm Kodak movie camera. My mother would stand on top of
the easy chair in her stocking feet and hold up the floodlight bar. The floodlight bar
was not really needed to brighten the living room, because I knew that just the
presence of my mother could give off more than plenty watts of light to film a
Christmas tree or a birthday cake or a Thanksgiving turkey. My mother would
brighten the living room and any other room she stepped into, but she had died and
the living room was lightless that morning.
My father's eyes fell upon each sister of mine, sitting on the pink sofa backing
up against the living room wall. Then my father studied the faces of my older
brother Tom and my older brother Larry. I stood behind my older brothers, between their legs. When he looked down at me, I tipped my head and looked off to
the bright red carpet in the front entrance hallway. My younger brother Terry
leaned against my father's leg. My father rested his hand on Terry's head and ran
his fingers through the pile of reddish blond curls and waves. He began to speak.
My mind fell into the diamond shape pattern that ran across the red carpet in
the front hallway ..I followed the lines of the diamond till they came to a point, then
the lines forked off, forming sharp angles. I became confused following the lines and
listening to my father punctuate words and phrases, such as separation, for the best,
weekends, before long, and mother. The color of the carpet grew dark red in shaded
corners and lightened to an orangy red in patches hit by sunlight falling through the
front door windows.
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I lived with my grandparents for a long while. They rented an apartment room
above a tavern. My grandparents were very quiet people. When they sat in the front
room, conversation was rarely heard. My grandfather would slip into a back issue of
Popular Mechanics, and my grandmother would slip yarn around her needles and
knit for hours. If conversation was sparked up, the topics covered were quiet ones,
like religion or retirement. The mellow atmosphere my grandparents created in the
front room was in great conflict, however, with the wild atmosphere that too much
alcohol, and somebody else's woman, and black skin, and political talk created in the
tavern below.
I remember Saturday nights after my grandmother had tucked me away into
my room. She would plug in a small light bulb, then pull the bedroom door shut
behind her. The glowing bulb would spread a golden tone across my dresser and
clothes closet. The golden tone would ease out into the room and merge with a
white light that filtered through my window on the opposite wall. That white light
came from the roof above, and would sift down through the tight gap between my
grandparents' building and the Crowley-Sheppard fabric warehouse. I would not fall
asleep.
I would lie in my bed and listen to the loud, sharp noises jet up from the barroom below. Empty beer mugs would slam down on the countertop. Some would
crack and shatter. Erratic laughter would bounce from barstool to barstool. Fast
country music would spin off discs from the hot, blinking jukebox in the corner.
Tom Collins would be called for. I often wondered who Tom Collins was and why
he seemed so popular. I figured he must be the bartender, or a regular patron, or
maybe he was the town drunk. Besides the barroom noises, there was constant
movement below. The rumpus would shake my bedroom floor, and I could feel my
bed vibrate.
My grandfather had collected almost every Charlie Chaplin movie billing made
and hung them on an even line along each wall of my bedroom. After my eyes had
become accustomed to the surrounding darkness, I would study the movie billings.
Each billing had a sprocket hole design edging its sides. I would laugh out loud at
the little tramp's expressions. Laughter would also rise up from the barroom below.
I especially enjoyed one billing in particular. The title, "His Favorite Pastime," was
printed out in red and black at the bottom of the billing. Above the title stood
Charlie, dressed up with a black top hat and tails. He had a shot glass filled with
booze, held in hand at moustache level. His face was cocked to one side, and his
eyes, with a ring of dark make-up around them, were forced open wide. His mouth
was pinned shut and his cheeks were puffed out like he was holding back a belch.
The expression on his face looked much like the expressions on the drunken faces
below me. I would hear them laugh and belch, then I'd pass my eyes to the next
billing. The funny face on that billing would beam down at me and I'd flip my eyes
to the next. Soon I would have my eyes rotating around the bedroom walls. The
drunken laughter from below would grow louder. My eyes would begin to blink and
skip across the lines of billings. The laughter would explode. Billings would begin to
spin around me, lying in my bed. Images of Charlie Chaplin would flip and flash and
form a funny little silent movie. I would snap my eyes shut, and all would go dark
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like the last fade-out of a film.
Saturday night would coast into Sunday morning, and the noises from the
tavern would stagger onto the sidewalk and spread into town. The movie billings
would remain fairly stationary. I could hear metal barstools quickly being stacked on
top of round wooden tables along the far wall. Beyond the tavern, just across the
town's border, late freights would be running livestock toward Peoria. I would listen
to the endless clatter of steel wheels bobbing down against steel rails. Then I would
roll off to sleep.
As the transistor tubes in my grandparents' large radio warmed up, an announcer's voice waved out into the front room. "Here's an old favorite of mine
I'm sure you all remember," he said, "Blue Moon." There came a skip and a loud
crackle, then a soft blend of instruments fading together, giving way to the high, sad
voice of a lonely woman singing,
'' Blue moon,
You saw me standing alone,
Without a dream in my heart,
Without a love of my own ... ''
Each word she sang melted into the following word. My grandmother picked up a
few lines from the song and hummed them to herself.
'' Blue moon,
You knew just what I was there for.
You heard me sing a prayer for
Someone I really could care for. .. "
I thought about the moon. I wondered how high up it was above the apartment
room. Maybe my grandfather had read about the moon in his Popular Mechanics
magazine. He was reading the December issue of 1943.
"I remember when this song came out," my grandmother said quietly. She
directed the line to no one in particular.
I did not hear her. I was lying on the front room throw rug, with the colored
Sunday comics spread out before me. My attention revolved around Dick Tracy. I
knew my grandfather missed what she had said. It would take much more than a
line of reminiscence about a thirty-year-old song to divert his attention from Popular
Mechanics, December 1943. Maybe if grandmother told him a black family moved
into an apartment down the street she could make his eyes wander up off the page.
He would think to himself for a moment, then tell her the dagos can worry about it,
down there in Little Italy.
''Ya know your mother was just, oh, just a few years older than you when
they were playing it,'' my grandmother said, a little louder than her previous
remark.
This line she had directed to me, and I heard it. My grandfather set his
magazine down onto his lap and looked up across the room at her. I had not heard
my mother mentioned in talk for a long while. I had not thought about her since
my father talked to me over the phone two weeks ago. I set my wad of Silly Putty

on Dick Tracy's face and firmly palmed it out flat. The inside of my fingers became
sticky and sweaty.
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"We were all packed up and out on the road," grandmother said. She tipped
her head back against the cushion on her rocker. "Let's see, there was your mother
and your Uncle John and Uncle Edward and grampa and myself and ... " She dropped her head to the side and thought for a moment. '' And your great uncle Matthew, your gram pa's brother.''
I peeled my Silly Putty up off the newspaper. The image of Dick Tracy was
flapping between my fingers. My grandfather began reading his Popular Mechanics
again, although he held the magazine a little lower than before.
My grandmother leaned forward in her rocking chair and said, "We came
rollin ' through Chicago, down Dearborn Street, and that song tuned in loud and
clear over the car's radio."
The song had just melted away on my grandparents' large radio, sitting on the
counter shelf.
I gripped my Silly Putty and stretched it until Dick Tracy's Forties-style haircut grew out into a haircut of the Sixties. I stretched the putty again and his eyes
grew wide and his mouth dropped open. My fingers wrapped around the slab of
Silly Putty, and I squeezed until it seeped out between the cracks of my hand. I
looked up at my grandmother. She was still bent forward in her rocking chair.
"Where do ya think my mother is right now?" I asked her.
My grandmother rocked back in her chair and said, "She's up in heaven,
honey. You can bet on that.''
I looked down at the colored Sunday comics and wondered how far heaven was
from the apartment room. I knew my grandfather had not read about heaven in his
back issues of Popular Mechanics.
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SUICIDE BY PARODY
Cara Levinson

It was time to sit down and figure out his death. He sat down and wrote as follows:
Take out a pistol and shoot yourself. Yeah, whip out the ol' phallic .32, better
yet a .45, and really plug away. Pow, pa-pow. Right in the ol' kisser. Bang, bang,
and you' re dead; brush your teeth and go to bed. Nah, forget that. The gun's no
good. No sense of discretion, for God's sake, the bloody bastard squirting, spouting
out his bloodless brains. No, you're no man for a gun.
So, slit your wrists over the white bathroom sink, or in the pure white tub with
the water running, little tendrils of red curling, smoking down the drain. Hey, Bud,
trade your macho bullet-hole for dainty little razor slices. Promenade that silvery
blade round your wrist, through your membranes, and down into the pulsations of
your self-hatred. Ah, but you're guilty of fairy dreams. You see too late that the
motherfucker serrates you as easily as when you were a new-born peach. You lose
control, you fag, to this bitch named Gillette.
Okay, okay, let's tilt our head and gulp this empire's hemlock. The same,
Cowardly One: it weren't me, Yer Honor, it were them little pills. They fake you
out, cheat you of the satisfaction. There's too much safety in the numbers. Do you
want your bereaved to think you died on cushions? No. You want them to know
that you died with a pointing finger and your eyes blazed open-" ]'accuse!"
Next. Stab yourself through the heart. Now there's an androgynous suicide.
Romeo did it. Juliet did it. It's death as romance, by passion for passion. Mea culpa,
forgive me, adieu my love .... Slud: the broken heart is cut clean through. But
where's the knife in all this bleary weepiness? Such theatrics smothers the soughtafter pain, the pain that blinds. Too bad, but we want gore, more gore, death gore,
more and more.
Hey, man, you looking to do some time with Death? Spend $10 and take a
bath in gasoline. Light a match and KABLOOEY! Jiffypop. Before you know it
you've passed through the first, second, and third degrees, and as you bubble up like
a Nehi grape soda in purple shrieking agony, your nose will slide right off your skull
and down the sewer to the feasting rats below.
You say you'd rather not meet your Maker like a Mafia snitch? That you
deserve a clean death, a suicide to do the folks proud? Then go Continental, m'boy.
Hie ye to Victor Hugo's Paris and take the hangman's noose into your own hands.
Stand on the kitchen stool under the dull sheen of a bare bulb, kick the life out from
under you, and let the rope break your animal cord. You' 11 hang there so still and
grey that Dad'll scarcely recognize that the spittle now caked on your chin was
meant for his eye.
Are you meditating on a mystical out, a little Yin and Yang? Try gutting your
innards the honorable Japanese way. Literary bent? Take two keystone bricks, jam
them in your pockets and walk the Thames to the ghost of V. Woolf. Drive off a
beach cliff. Or accept the ultimate challenge and strangle yourself.
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No, no, I've got it. Something really special. You want a suicide with class, one
they'll shake their heads about for years, right? This one practically guarantees immortality. Listen up. Choose a high-rise office building in the middle of downtown.
Be sure that it's midday so that everyone will be out for lunch. Get yourself on a
ninth story ledge (camera closeups are imperative) and announce your intentions.
Wait until everyone arrives-firemen, police, minister, press, family, friends. After
Mom has blubbered her confessions of incompetence, your boss has promised you a
raise, and the pastor's counselled forgiveness, take a leap. Geronimo! Then, when
you can see the bald spots on their heads, pull the string you've connected with two
grenades. Hardee, har, the last laugh's right on them-all your angers will scatter
over the loved ones' heads, souvenirs they will always cherish.
Yes, that was it! He shoved a piece of onion-skin paper into the carriage, forced
it forward, and lifting his fingers, began to type.
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HOW TO BLOW THE BOTTOM OUT OF A BEER BOTTLE WITH
YOUR BARE HANDS
Jeffrey S. Wade

,

''Amigo!''
I turned to see what Jose wanted.
He was standing next to the new cook, Bicente, who had a Heineken beer bottle in his left hand. Both of them were standing over the large garbage can in the
center of the kitchen with silly looking grins on their faces. You know, the kind of a
look someone has just before they drop an ice cube down your back, or pull your
chair out from under you.
Keeping a moderate distance, I filed through my five-year Spanish memory
banks and plucked out a couple of words indicating that I was ready for whatever
they had in mind.
Holding the bottle in his left hand, Bicente quickly shifted his weight to a more
balanced stance and smacked his right hand down sharply against the neck of the
bottle.
There was a cracking sound, followed by a spout of water pouring out of the
bottle, as if it had no bottom.
Bicente, with a bigger grin than before, handed me the bottle and I noticed
that, indeed, the bottom had been blown clean off. The rest of the bottle was intact.
Just the bottom was gone, as if someone had used an electric can opener on it.
Totally blown away by this, I fished through the garbage can (finding and
pushing aside the circular piece of glass from the bottom of the bottle) until I located
another beer bottle. I shoved it into Bicente's hands and indicated, in perfect broken
Spanish, that I wanted to know exactly how this amazing feat is accomplished.
Should you ever want to spark a little excitement into an otherwise dull party, or
amaze and befuddle your friends or enemies, or you are simply bored and have
nothing else to do, I offer the following information.
Blowing the bottom out of a beer bottle is something that, up until now, was
only accomplished by striking it sideways against any solid, unyielding object (such
as a corner of the bar or a second beer bottle). Tests were done with hydraulic
pumps that would obtain the same results by forcing an enormous amount of
pressure until it exploded along its weakest seams. These tests were performed by
the FDA in an attempt to perfect a safer beer bottle for everyone. Although the
equipment they used is quite expensive, their method works along the same universal laws of stress and pressure used here.
The important equipment you will need is a twelve-ounce Heineken beer bottle
and a large garbage can. (Some people would agree that a moderate-sized first-aid kit
would be handy to have close by.)

A Heineken beer bottle works the best, although a close second would be
Michelob. The important thing here is the shape of the bottle. You have to be able
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to get a firm, solid grip on the neck of the bottle, and the shape should be tapered in
such a way as to focus the. force to the bottom of the bottle. Although a Michelob
bottle would appear to fit these requirements better, the glass is somewhat thicker;
Heineken is still your best bet.
Bottles like Stroh's and Budweiser (with fat bodies and thin, short necks) don't
work at all, so forget it.
Larger bottles tend to work, but they end up being too heavy after you fill them
with water (a vital step discussed later) to be of any practical use. I have tried it with
a Log Cabin syrup bottle, but the resultant effect would be labeled under '' explosion,'' and in reward for my efforts, I ended up with glass shards imbedded in my
hand. I have always wondered if this could be done with a gallon jug, like what you
buy apple cider in (the ones with the little rings on the necks "so you can carry
them"), but I have never tried. Volunteers?
Once you have obtained your bottle (which I trust is a Heineken), peel off the
label on its neck. This is to give you a better grip on the bottle, although you can
start leaving it on once you get real good at it.
Fill the bottle with water. Warm water works better than cold, and beer works
better than water, although if you use beer this is going to cost you a dollar a shot.
Also, if you use beer and you miss on your first try, the beer is going to foam up
and all over the place, and it'll be a while before you can try again. Water, however,
is free and plentiful-consult your local spigot.
This is important: the water should only come up as far as the point where the
bottle first starts to taper. That is, fill the main body of the bottle all the way up to
the neck, then dribble the water in as it nears where you removed the label. You
can overfill it by a little bit, that is, a quarter of an inch up the neck, but no more,
and BY GOD, no less. This is the most important thing (and the easiest loused up).
Mess this up and you might as well toss the whole thing in the garbage can right
now.
Since you are a sloppy pour er, the bottle is now soaking wet (as are your
hands). Grab a towel or a wad of napkins and dry the bottle off (your hands, too).
Situate yourself in a standing position in front of the garbage can. This is there,
incidentally, to catch the bottom of the bottle and the water and, should something
go wrong, shards of glass, bits of skin, fingers, etcetera.
If you' re left-handed, reverse all of the following left-right directions. Place your
left foot forward, your toe actually touching the garbage can. Place your right foot
back about two feet, perpendicular to your left foot. That is to say, your right foot
will be pointing off to the side, while your left foot will be facing straight ahead.
Grip the bottle in your left hand. The tightness of your grip is vital: it must
hold the bottle still in space, despite the blow you are going to deliver with your
other hand. "Grip" is the key word here. If you are a golfer, don't worry. You
know what I mean, and you can skip the following directions. Otherwise, listen
carefully: place your thumb in the ''crook'' of the bottle, the part that is bent inward, the junction of the neck of the bottle and the "body," and slowly turn the
bottle as you wrap your hand around it, inch by inch, until your finger tips are
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wrapped back over your thumb. Your index finger should be about level with your
thumb, the rest of your hand holding the outwardly-tapering part of the bottle. If
you're using a Michelob bottle (against my suggestions), your little finger and heel
of your hand should be resting along the only major curve in the bottle.
Your grip on the bottle should be so tight that if someone should walk up and
try to snatch the bottle out of your hand, they wouldn ' t be able to.
The importance of this grip cannot be stressed enough. As I said, it holds the
bottle against an incredibly forceful blow and (more importantly) it holds the sides of
the bottle together. Theoretically, the bottle should split down along the sides . With
you holding the sides together, the pressure is concentrated down around the circular bottom of the bottle, causing breakage to occur only at this point (you hope).
Don' t worry if you have to regrip the bottle five or six times before you have a
comfortable hold on it. In fact, I suggest that you do.
Now study the palm of your right hand. There are two fleshy parts of it, the
''ball'' of your thumb and the heel, the part that extends along the left side from
the wrist to the base of your pinky, the part that rests on the paper when you ' re
writing and always ends up with a ton of dirt on it. Feel the base of the heel, about
three-quarters of an inch from your wrist. There is a bone in there, feel it? This is
the spot that is (hopefully) going to land on the lip of the bottle. NO OTHER
PART OF YOUR HAND WILL WORK!! I know, it seems as though the ball of
your thumb would make better contact, but believe me it won ' t work. Hit the bottle with the ball of your thumb and you '11 have a bruise that will last for three days.
Rest this part of your hand on the lip of the bottle, and , pointing the bottle
down at the garbage can (at about waist-height), bend your right wrist back at an
angle that will put your right forearm in a direct, straight line with the bottle itself.
Imagine that there is a pole that runs straight through your forearm , directly into
the bottle.
Shift your weight around (your left side being closer to the garbage can than
your right, so you're holding the bottle "across, " in front of you) until you find a
comfortable, slightly "at ease" feeling. You are now ready for the final step.
Study the position of your right arm and hand on the bottle. When you hit the
bottle, the arm and hand have to land in that exact position, that exact spot, for the
necessary pressure to be created within the bottle.
Slowly pull your hand straight back from the bottle, keeping your wrist bent,
and still concentrating on that invisible "pole " running through your arm and bottle. Take a deep breath. Say a quick two-or-three-word prayer to the God of your
choice, and with all the strength you can possibly muster , smack your right hand
down as hard as you can onto the lip of the bottle.
You will notice that it didn ' t work. Of course not, you fucked it up! Don ' t
worry , no one ever gets it on their first try. Now you ' re going to find out exactly
what you did wrong and try again, the right way this time. This is called learning
from your mistakes.
What happened was, you omitted a step that you , in your divine wisdom ,

didn ' t think was necessary. A lot you know. Check over what you missed.
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Did you hit the bottle with the right part of your hand? If you did, it's all
swollen and red now.
Was your forearm in a direct line with the bottle?
Was your grip inexorably tight?
Were you standing in the correct position?
Was the bottle at all wet or slick? (It's bound to be now. Dry it off again.)
Try again, only hit the bottle harder this time. Don't worry, if you do it correctly it won't hurt at all, but each time you miss you will set a new standard for
the definition of the word "pain."
Every time you miss, you will hear a distinctive "clink" sound. (When you
drop a glass you hear the clink sound followed by a ''tinkling'' of broken glass landing all over the floor, especially in places you can't sweep, like under the
refrigerator, where it will sit until you're walking by in the middle of the night in
your bare feet, when it will throw itself into your path.) This is the sound of the
pressure "almost" breaking the bottle.
When you do succeed, you will still hear the ''clink'' sound, only it will be
combined with a "woosh" of water pouring out of the bottom of the bottle.
After you do it successfully, which should take the novice four to six tries, you
should let your hand have a two-day rest to relieve the swelling, unless you 're real
drunk, in which case you can do it all night.
See? Now wasn't that much more dignified than running around with a lampshade on your head?
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FISH AND CHIPS HOUSE
Jennifer Makel y

At eleven o'clock every morning the huge stainless steel kitchen became silent.
Knives and cutting boards were thrown down, and Lori wiped down the tables.
Michael hosed the floors, and Jean put all the fish and shrimp away in the huge
walk-in freezers. And they all worked harder, just before eleven o'clock, than they
had all morning. Eleven o'clock was break time.
They all gathered in the back stockroom, around a table that had once been in
the dining room, out front. It had been put near the dumpster to be thrown away;
one leg was shorter than the other three, and it tipped awkwardly when you leaned
your elbows on it. Jean had found it leaning up against the dumpster, on her way
from her car in the parking lot to the back door of the kitchen. She had stopped,
looked at it like she had just found a long-lost diamond earring or the solution to an
insoluble crossword puzzle. And she had grabbed it by its shortest wooden leg, and
dragged it behind her into the kitchen. There was a chip on the left-hand corner of
the table's wooden top from where it had hit a metal sink on its long trek through
the kitchen into the back room. And Jean had set the table down right in the
middle of the long, rectangular back room, so that one side nestled uncomfortably
between a row of lockers on one side and a long metal shelf of canned New England style clam chowder on the other. Mr. Murray had been furious when he
knocked right into the table on his way to do inventory that morning, bruising his
hip, and knocking the inventory forms right out of his hand so that they sprayed
across the tile floor, under lockers, and shelves of hush puppy mix and clam
chowder. And he had told Jean that he wanted that goddamn table, pointing directly at Jean's work of art and ingenuity, removed. Immediately. And Jean had looked
down at the floor, and tapped her fat black shoe on one of his inventory forms, and
said, "If you want that goddamn table moved, then you better goddamn move it
yourself.'' And it had been moved, but only deeper into the wall of the lockers, so
that Mr. Murray, the manager, could move freely around it. Not another word had
been said about the wooden table that they were all sitting around at eleven o'clock,
at break time.
Jean and Michael sat at the end of the table, with their backs to the metal
shelves. They were the biggest in the kitchen and needed the most room. And their
two sets of broad muscled knees supported the table from underneath so that it
didn't tip. Lori and Julie sat along the wall on huge boxes of packaged hush puppy
mix. And Joe and Andy, the dishmen, sat under the green blackboard that always
said, "KEEP THIS STOCK ROOM CLEAN," and was signed underneath by the
guy who had cleaned the night before.
Jean would eat clam chowder, and onion rings dipped in cocktail sauce, and
stacks of garlic bread. And she would pick all the cubed pieces of potato out of the
chowder, and toss them into the metal ashtray that sat in the middle of the table,
and suck on her finger after she was through, and explain that she was on a diet.
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Michael rolled joints on his big broad knee, to smoke later in the john, to help him
get through the day. And he would look up once in a while to steal onion rings off
Jean's plate when she wasn't looking. His blond head would go back and forth from
Jean's plate to his knee, until all the onion rings were gone, and he had rolled three
perfect joints. Julie and Lori smoked their cigarettes and slept with their eyes open,
leaning toward their cigarettes to take occasional puffs, and then watch the smoke
dissipate and hang like halos over all their heads.
At eleven-twenty Mr. Murray would come out from behind his locked door
and quietly inform them of the time and how much work was still left to do. The
dishes would lie scattered on the old wooden table as they started back to work. On
would go their aprons, and caps would cover their exposed heads. The break was
over.
"We have got to push appetizers!" Mr. Murray was standing at the back of the
dining room, encased in a three-piece suit and matching tie. His hand came down
hard on the table he was standing behind, emphasizing the importance of this
statement. Julie yawned in reply and pushed her head against the plastic-covered
cushion of the booth she was sitting in. Her red canvas shoes came up to rest on the
seat across from her, and she looked deep into her half-empty coffee cup, wondering
if she should drink the muddy liquid inside.
Mr. Murrray looked out over the sea of employee faces before him, raising his
arm in the air and commanding attention. Bob tapped his fingers on the table, then
leaned close to Julie from his seat next to her red canvas shoes.
"If we didn't get paid for these fucking meetings, and if I knew that I wouldn't
get fucking fired if I didn't show up ... "
Julie stopped listening after that and eyed the thread of jelly that clung to Bob's
mustache and the line of powdered sugar that outlined his lower lip. His dark brown
hand pushed a half-eaten jelly doughnut toward her, the purple insides bleeding onto
the napkin it sat on.
"You want some?" and before the words were out of his mouth, she was shaking her head no and staring deep into her coffee cup again.
"Every time we sell a shrimp cocktail...a bowl of clam chowder...an order of
oysters, we make a three hundred percent profit on that sale." Mr. Murray was
waving his finger at a chart beside him, a graph drawn in red and green magic
marker that one of the cashiers had made for him. For the meeting.
"A three hundred percent profit!" Mr. Murray shouted again, and his finger
shot straight up and pointed toward the ceiling.
Mark's head shot up off the table, inches from Bob's half-eaten jelly doughnut,
and his eyes worked themselves open. They were pink, dulled by sleep, barely visible
behind the heavy lids that blinked rapidly, trying to stay open.
"Go back to sleep. He'll never know," Julie said, nodding toward Mr. Murray. Mark's head came down hard on his closed fist, rested there a moment, then
fell back against the wall. His dark hair sprayed against the gray paneling, and his
eyes fought to stay open.
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"You waitresses ... and waiters, trying suggesting these appetizers to the
customers. Remember, Three Hundred Percent! " Mr. Murray was pointing to the
booths across from Julie, where the majority of waitresses were sitting. They
stopped talking and watched Mr. Murray tap his chart, his evidence, and the red
blur of excitement that always crept up on his face when he talked about sales.
Julie sat and scraped the decal from her coffee cup, until the store logo and
name was just debris that clung to the base of the cup.
"How long do these things usually last? " she asked Bob. He shrugged his
shoulders, and his tongue licked up the traces of powdered sugar from his bottom
lip.
"We're going to have a contest, " Mr. Murray was saying, "to see who can
sell the most appetizers. ' ' He was staring down at the waitresses, watching intently
for their reaction. He saw their mouths drop open, and some of them slouched
down into their seats to escape his searching eyes.
"Oh, shit," one of them said, and then, to cover her outburst, sucked hungrily
on a glazed doughnut.
Mr. Murray, not hearing or seeing anything but his charts, drones on about
the proposed contest.
Julie watches the second hand on her watch move slowly around, and when she
rests her head against her hand, she can hear the seconds ticking away, becoming
minutes that move more and more slowly toward the time that she can leave.

It was hot, so hot that all the metal tables that lined the kitchen were sweating. So
hot that my underwear got soggy, and crawled uncomfortably up my ass. So hot
that Mike's curly hair got curlier, and Lori 's straight hair got straighter. So hot that
I knew that if I could sit down I would stick to the chair and would not be able to
get up. But I couldn ' t sit down. My break wasn't for another hour, so I stood peeling shrimp and feeling the sweat run down my body in thin lines.
Lori was next to me, her fingers flying in a white blur as she peeled the sticky
shrimp. Her once-white apron was covered with red shrimp juice and sweat. Her
long brown hair was stuffed under one of the regulation gauze caps, and little bunches of it peeked through. One stray shrimp leg hung from the end of Lori ' s nose
and swayed as she breathed. I would have told her that it was there, but it looked
somehow right just hanging there, and besides I didn ' t want to break the rhythm of
her hands.
Mike and Joe were in the back of the kitchen, doing lobsters. Or pretending to
do lobsters. Mike would grab one cold tail out of a bus-tub, and bring his knife
down hard against its shell. All in one quick gliding motion. Then he'd pull the
white slippery meat out and fan out the tail with his fingers. He ' d get the butter
bottle ready, the one he was supposed to squirt the lobster tail with. Instead he
would squirt Joe right in the his face, and the butter would drip down, long yellow
fingers across Joe ' s face. Then Joe would grab up a spoon and dip it into the hush
puppy mix. One thick whitish gob would hang on to that spoon, till Joe flung it,

aiming for Mike.
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After a while Joe and Mike got tired of aiming at each other, and they would
aim at the ceiling, until a whole trail of hush puppy mix clung like secret cat tracks
across it.
Jean stood at her place, on the end, doing salads. She stood with her back to us,
with a big wood cutting board in front of her. Lettuce lined a circle around her feet,
and hung like seaweed on the toes of her white work shoes. She stood, with her
weight on one foot, and her arm came up and slammed down with quick mechanical
movements as she cut the lettuce with her proud shiny knife. As she worked, she
threw words over her shoulder at Lori and me, punctuating with the slam of her
knife against lettuce and wood. But she didn't turn her head, just stared down at
her chopping board and kept on talking like she didn't care if we heard or not, and
her hand came down with the glint of steel, chopping up her words and the lettuce.
"Bob didn't call me last night." It is Jean, standing between Lori and Julie at the
long metal counter. Her breasts hovered over the bus-tub of seafood breading.
"Oh." It is the longest sentence Lori has said all day. Her hands move in
mechanical gestures, breading and flattening shrimp, and she stacks them neatly on
a tray next to her, and the hands, unaffected by Jean's statement, count eighty-two,
eighty-three, eighty ....
"It's the second time this week. I mean the second time this week he hasn't
called. And he knows I'm off on Mondays." Her hands stop their calculated
movements and lie suspended over the bus-tub.
''Asshole.'' She says after a minute, as though she isn't quite sure, but has just
made up her mind.
Julie watches her. It is the first time Jean has seemed vulnerable. Human.
Jean's hands come down into the bus-tub again. But she isn't breading the
shrimp. She is drawing, with one chubby finger, in the seafood breading. Like a kid
on the beach drawing pictures in the sand with a long pointed stick.
"Hey. Hey, Maxwell. Come here. Julie Maxwell. Here, this is what Bob looks
like." Jean stands proudly above her artwork. Particles of the breading stick to her
outstretched finger.
The image of a giant cock lies proudly drawn in the center of the bus-tub. Julie
coughs, then covers her mouth. But the sounds of her laughter seep out from between the clenched fingers.
"Yep, that's what he is. A big dick. A big fuckin' dick." Julie, suddenly
brave, brings her hands back down to her sides.
"So why don't you call him?" she asks.
''The last ti.me I took to calling my Bob, his wife took me to court. She lost, of
course. The case, I mean. Couldn't prove nothing." She says it triumphantly. And
her hands come down to rest on her broad bulging hips.
"Oh." Julie imitates Lori. And starting back to her bus-tub, she thinks there is
still a lot to learn about Jean.
''It'll be ten years next month. Bob's and my anniversary. Ten years. And it
ain't been bad.
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"We're going to get married, one of these days. As soon as he dumps that
dumb broad he is married to. And he's got kids, too. That's why we aren't married
now. It's cause of the kids."
Jean's fleshy jowls sag and then tighten. And her hands are back in the bustub, breading and flattening. The giant cock gets slowly eaten away by the moving
hands.
Chester was her friend. She worked long lonely hours, cut off from the rest of the
dimly lit restaurant, behind the cash stand. And between two and four o'clock no
one came in. She would sit on her wooden stool and wait. And watch. Watch for
the doors to swing open and customers to appear. But between two and four no one
came in. So she would count the tiles on the floor of the lobby that lay stretched out
in front of her. Or watch the hands on the clock that moved slower and slower.
Sometimes she would doodle on the back of receipt slips, or ring up imaginary
tickets on the cash register. When she was enterprising, she would take a rag from
the cabinette below the counter and dust, long languid movements and soft caresses
that were slower than the clock's arrested hands. She hated dusting, but it was
something to do, and it gave her a chance to step out from behind her cage and
move around. So she dusted. Dusted the frames that contained K-Mart quality
prints of boats and fishermen in long yellow slickers with corn cob pipes hanging
from their lips. Dusted genuine imitation wooden helms and fishing nets hung with
plastic seashells. Dusted the chairs that lined the paneled gray walls, and the top of
the cigarette machine, and the ashtrays that were only used to throw wet slimy gum
into. And finally the long wooden counter that contained her eight hours a day.
And Chester was beautiful. Beautiful like the other waitresses were not. With
long liquid fingers that danced through his hair when he talked.
And while the other waitresses ate and talked in loud chanting voices, Chester
read books. And when the other waitresses talked about humping and fucking and
the kids and getting stoned and the asshole on station four who stiffed them, Chester
talked about art and poetry and the Chicago Symphony Orchestra. And when the
other waitresses talked about Chester, that fag waiter, and about his boyfriends,
Chester was silent.
They would talk, she and Chester, between two and four when it was slow.
And he would stand leaning against the counter with his thin body, and she was
behind it on her high wooden stool. His hands would paint pictures in the air, and
she would nod and pretend she understood. And sometimes she did understand. He
talked about how he didn't belong there, at the family restaurant that sold fish and
chips and tough broiled lobster, where all the patrons wore white patent leather
shoes and double knit leisure suits, where fat, bored housewives came to drink their
lunch. And she would nod, and smile, and listen. Out of the corner of her eye, she
would watch the clock, and its slow-motion hands, and wait for customers that
always came at four o'clock. Exactly.
She would listen to the other waitresses, on their break, laughing and choking
on their greasy hamburgers and fries, and think how feminine Chester was com-
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pared to them, with their painted faces and stiff teased hair and smiles that were
painted on in the morning and slowly wore off as the day wore on. And she would
hate them.
At quarter to four they would all be ready for the customers. All the dishes
from break would be cleared away, all the ashtrays emptied, all the floors swept.
And Chester would pull his red uniform coat tightly around his thin body and
straighten his tie. He would stand straight, erect, and run his fingers through his
soft curly hair. Looking at him, she would know he didn't belong there. He looked
so small in the red jacket, like someone had hung it on him by mistake. And the
black bow tie sagged on the ends like a droopy mustache, no matter how often he
straightened it. But he would always be there. She knew he would always be there.
He was part of the restaurant, the family style restaurant that sold cheap fish 'n'
chips. As much a part of the restaurant as the crummy prints that hung on the
walls, the fake tile in the lobby, and the pressed-wood paneling. And he knew he
would always be there, too.
At four o'clock the doors would swing open, and customers would seep into
the lobby. The other waitresses would line up in the alley and wait. And check their
makeup in the mirror of the long aluminum side board. Chester's face would smile,
made ready for the evening rush.
"Do you wanta do the oysters?" It was an order, not a question, and Julie, looking
first into Jean's apron-covered chest and then up into her puffy eyes, nodded. The
new kid always did the oysters. It was law, Jean's law. Jean did not do oysters.
Julie looked down into the bus-tub, and and thousand brown and gray watery
eyes looked back at her. The oysters. They looked something like a scene from a
channel thirty-two sci-fi thriller movie, all those oysters' eyes melting into each
other. When Julie's hand went deep into the center of the bus-tub, her fingers
touched the watery slime and froze like a hundred pins had been stuck into her
hands, hot steel that melted and clung to her fingers so that they couldn't move.
Julie supported herself with the other arm propped up against the long steel
table. Her other hand, detached and waiting in the bus-tub of oysters, was numb
and turning red, an itching numbness that slowly subsided until there was nothing
on the end of her arm. It was someone else's hand in that tub of oysters. And the
hand floated among the oysters, grabbing at the biggest ones. The hand would close
around the watery glob, and it would become jelly that oozed out through clenched
fingers to escape. But the hand was persistent, the red fingertips grabbing, chasing,
and finally catching the ugly brown glob with its solid gray eye that stared helplessly
into the palm of its captor.
The hand, so eager to be rid of its catch, threw the ugly thing down into a
mountain of seafood breading, an abstract splotch that sunk down deep into the·
cornmeal particles and bled clear and slimy. Back down in the puddle of oysters, the
hand sought out other prey and was successful once again.
The oysters were lined up on the seafood breading in neat symmetrical rows,
gray polka-dots on a yellow background. The breading soaked up all the juices until
the bus-tub, slowly changing color like a chameleon, was dark yellow-gray color.
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The hand, crusted and coated with particles of seafood breading and dripping a trail
of wet oyster juice, was finished with its task.
After running the hand under hot water, bathing it with soap, and wiping it
against the side of her apron, Julie felt the space at the end of her arm grow warm
and come back to life. It was her hand again. She watched it turning from red to
blue, and then back to red, while she clenched and unclenched her hand. It still
worked.
Jean stood over her, watching. And when Julie looked up, she smiled.
"Do you wanta do the scallops?" she asked, staring at Julie's hand.
Julie watched Michael come through the doorway of the back room from her seat
on top of the carton of hush puppy mix. She watched his black leather jacket slide
from his shoulders and fly past her nose, only to hit the far wall with a thud and
slither down, a shiny black puddle on the floor. His thick muscled arms fell to his
sides, stuffing the hands deep into tight pockets, until they were only lumps implanted on Michael's hips, hidden by stiff blue jeans.
Behind him the dish machine sputtered, and Andy dragged newly lined garbage
cans across the freshly mopped floor. The sink overflowed with thawing shrimp and
fish, and the long sharp knives and scarred cutting boards were waiting. Just like
always.
Michael's blond curly hair hung below one eye, blinding it, but the other,
sharp and insistent, took in the darkly lit back room. Lori sat at the break table that
jutted out into the middle of the room. Her gauze cap was pushed into one hand,
ready to be set on her head at the first signs of Mr. Murray. Joe sat tucked into one
of the open lockers that lined the wall behind the table. His feet dangled off under
the table, and his dark hair was just visible, sticking up into view over the edge of it.
Smoke circled a halo around his head, and every once in a while Michael saw a hand
creep up onto the table, a cigarette bouncing between the fingers into an ashtray
that lay inches beyond Lori's gauze cap. Mark was opposite Lori, tipped back in his
chair and singing to no one in particular.
"Oh, Lord, won't ya buy me a Mercedes-Benz .... My friends all have Porsches,
I must make amends .... '' And then he whistled, off-key moaning, because he
couldn't remember the words.
"Hey. Heya Mike," Mark said, and throwing him a cigarette, said, "Here, we
still got a couple of minutes 'fore we gotta start."
Michael took the smoke, and set it firmly between his lips. He lit it slowly,
determined, with a flash of his silver lighter, like Julie had seen him do a hundred
times before. He. was slow, determined, paced, about everything he did, from splitting lobsters to talking. Julie watched him pull contentedly on the cigarette and flick
the ash to the floor.
"Where's Jean?" Michael asks. He points to the empty chair beside Mark
with the lit end of his cigarette.
'' She ain't here.'' The answer echoes inside the metal lockers, and fills the
room with its tinny sound. Then Joe does a drum solo on the locker's open metal
door with his palms.
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"Nope ... nope, she ain't here. It's going to be a good day, today, ain ' t it, Mike?
Yeah, it ' s going to be a good damn day." The drumming gets louder, a triumphant
pounding that accompanies the voice, spilling out of the locker at the end of the
table.
Lori ' s back stiffens with each beat, and she pulls her gauze cap down over her
ears.
"Jean 's sick," she says loyally, and stares at the rhythmic swaying of the
locker.
"So she ' s goddamn fuckin ' sick. So I'm bleedin ' for her, you know," Mark
defends Joe, and for emphasis, stretches his long blue-jeaned legs and plops them
down on Jean ' s empty chair.
Julie giggles, sees Lori's face turn angry red, and stops.
"It' s time to start," Lori says stiffly to her aproned lap. She pulls herself off of
the wooden chair and walks past Michael into the bright fluorescent light of the kitchen.
"What ' s up her ass? " The locker amplifies Joe's voice. "She hates Jean as
much as anyone. ''
Joe ' s head appears at the end of the table, the dark hair making wings around
his face. He pulls his shoulders out of the metal shell and slides out past the edge of
the table so that he is standing between Mark's head and the carton of hush puppy
mix that Julie is sitting on. He looks down at Mark ' s head.
" Time to get the old ass in gear, you know? Come on, Mark , the sooner we
get going, the sooner we get through." He pushes his cap down onto Mark 's head ,
and grabs another for himself out of a box that is balanced on the edge of the locker.
" Yeah, yeah, yeah," Mark says, and pulls his feet from Jean 's chair. " So it ' s
off to work we go ... Jesus fuckin ' Christ, you'd think I would get used to it after all
this time. " He swings past Michael into the bright white of the kitchen. Joe trails
behind, pulling his cap on and tying the apron around his waist.
" You ready to start? " Michael asks Julie, then, looking at his cigarette, he
walks over to the table to stub it out in the ashtray.
"Well, I ain ' t ready. So sit here and talk to me while I cop another smoke.
O.K.? "
Julie smiles and nods. She likes Michael, his cool easy way. He is big, and the
blond hair on his chest curls, leaking out from his white shirt. He has worked at the
restaurant for a long time, as long as Jean. He was there when Julie started, years of
months ago. She has always like him , was always comfortable with him. She never
felt the stifling fear with him that always attacked her when she sat like this with
Jean.
" Well, at least Jean isn't here," Julie thinks out loud. " It ' ll make the day go
easier. " Her legs swing against the carton of hush puppy mix, framing the
restaurant logo. SAILOR ' S GALLEY is printed in red above a beautiful Gloucester
schooner that flashes between Julie ' s legs. Michael lights another cigarette and
hands it to Julie, then lights one for himself.
"So you don ' t like Jean, either, huh? " His easy smile comforts Julie.
"It isn ' t that I hate her , or anything . I'm just kind of ... well, scared , I guess,"
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Julie says and looks hard into the row of canned goods that lines the walls across
from her.
'' Shit. Don't be afraid of her. She's just a fuckin' bitch, is all. She ain't nothing
to be scared of." Michael flicks the ash from his cigarette onto the floor. "She
wasn't always the way she is now, you know. She used to be alright. We got along,
you know? But that was a helluva long time ago."
"So what happened? " Julie says to the row of canned goods.
"Fuck if I know. She don't tell me things anymore. I mean, we work together,
so we have to be cool. But we don't talk. Not since that day she hit me."
Julie's head snaps around, and she stares into Michael's eyes, one shielded by
blond hair and the other watching her.
"Yeah, she hit me. Right here," he says and pulls up the curtain of hair that
shields his right eye. There is a tiny scar that runs along the underside of his
eyebrow. He leans his head close under Julie's nose, so she can see it more clearly.
The jagged, shiny line cuts across the network of veins that sprout above his eyelid.
She reaches out cautiously and runs a finger over the fine white line that is the scar.
It is raised above the rest of the skin, trailing off toward his nose.
"Six stitches, six goddamn stitches it took to close that thing up. And the
blood, Jesus, you shoulda seen the blood.'' The blond curtain comes down, hiding
the scar. Julie is still staring, though, as if she can see through the curly mass, to
the little white line that is taking all her attention.
''How did it happen, what did she do?'' Julie has been waiting for months to
hear something like this about Jean, something to feed the curiosity that eats away
at her. She wants to know about Jean, the Jean that frightens her when she works,
disgusts and belittles her when she dreams. She wants to hate Jean, but hate her and
not feel guilty about it.
Michael leans back in his chair, locking his hands behind his neck. His chest
heaves in and out, and a slow smile creeps across his face.
"Well, it was a long time ago, when the restaurant first opened. Me and Jean,
we were hired at about the same time, when they first started hiring kitchen crew.
We was both working broil production. You know, lobsters, crablegs, all that.''
Julie nodded, then perched her elbow on her knee, resting her chin on her hand so
that she could watch Michael as he talked.
''We was pretty friendly then, before I knew what a bitch she was. We was
both kinda chubby, you know, like Jean says, big-boned. So we used to joke around
about it. She called me Lard Belly, I called her Lard Ass and Chins, cause of all that
flab that hangs off her jaw. Shit, I called her everything I could think of, but it
didn't bother her. Not back then, cause she called me everything she could think of,
too. It was kind of a game, you know. We just cut each other up all day long. It
passed the time.'' Michael smiles, remembering; Julie smiles because he does.
"She used to sew my jacket when it got torn, and I used to fix her muffler
when it fell off. We was friends. She even made me dinner once in a while. She
makes the best fuckin' lasagna you ever tasted in your life." He stops then, lights a
cigarette, letting Julie wait for him to go on.
''But what happened? Why did she hit you, if you were such good friends?''
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Julie asks impatiently. Michael lets her wait anyway.
"Well," he starts again, slow but steady, "We'd been working here about
three months. And one day I get called into the office. Mr. Murray says he wants to
talk to me. '' Michael points toward the locked door of the manager's office.
"Seems they want to give me a raise. Well, I sure as hell wasn't going to complain
about that. Mr. Murray said I was a good worker, and I was, so he gave me a raise.
But he told me to keep it quiet, cause he wasn't going to give Jean one, said Jean
was too slow, hadn ' t earned a raise yet." Michael stopped again, taking a long draw
off his cigarette, stretching his leg out into the middle of the tiled floor.
" But what ' s that got to do with her hitting you. And what about the blood?"
Julie leans into the smoke Michael exhales, almost falling off the box of hush puppy
mix.

" I' 11 get there, don' t worry. That 's the best part of the story. And I'm coming
to it soon, so hold on. " Michael rocks his chair, and it clangs against the metal
locker , hollow echoes in the narrow back room.
' 'So ... Oh, yeah. So I got a raise, but Jean didn ' t. Boy, did I feel good. I was
working maybe sixty hours a week, trying to get enough money to fix my car. I
wasn ' t getting enough sleep, and it made me kinda cranky. But the raise sure
helped. So I'm feelin ' real good after talking to Mr. Murray. And I come back out
to the kitchen to get back to work. Jean's standing at one of those tables, doing crab
legs. You know. You dump a box of crab legs in a sink, and run water over 'em so
they will thaw. Then you break 'em up into sections, break 'em at the joints, so you
can weigh them out into nine-ounce portions. Then you just rubberband the piles
you weigh, so you can just throw it ,into the steamer when an order comes up.
Anyway , she was doing the crab legs when I come up to her, all smiles. And she
looks at me and says, ' What the fuck are you so happy about?' in that gentle ladylike tone of hers. I don ' t answer, see, I just start in rubberbanding the crablegs
together . And she starts in again. 'I don ' t know what you ' re so goddamned high
about. Just look at all these fuckin ' crab legs we gotta do. And then we got lobsters.
And then ... ' Well, she's going on, and on, like she always does. You know. All that
whinin ' and shit. ''
Julie nods knowingly, and smiles at Michael's imitation. If she closes her eyes,
she can just picture Jean tapping her fat foot on the tile floor, hovering over the
table, complaining , her mouth moving twice as fast as her hands ever will.
''Well, before I know what I'm saying, it just slips out. I say to her, 'If you
worked as fast as you fuckin' talked, you'd be getting a raise too. ' She stops dead. I
mean it, she just stops, and nothing moves. She ' s right in the middle of weighing
out a batch of crablegs, and they sit on the top of the scale, bouncing up and down
on it, so I can ' t read how much they weigh. And her mouth hangs down to here. "
He gestures at his chest with an open palm.
'' So is that when she hit you? '' Julie sounds like a kid of five , she is so impatient.
' ' Almost. I walk down to the other end of the kitchen to get a knife outa the
rack so I can do the lobster. I leave her there with her mouth hanging open, like she
is a frog catching flies or something. Then I hear her call me an asshole. '' He looks
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at Julie and his eyes narrow. "The bitch calls me an asshole just because she ain't
good enough to get a raise, and I am. So I get pissed. Not real pissed, like hit-pissed.
Just pissed. So I shout out for the whole kitchen to hear, 'Hey, hey, guys, guess
what? I just got a raise.' And then I add, 'Jean didn't, cause she's so fuckin '
slow."' Michael looks at Julie, and she is smiling.
'' Here comes the good part, the part you been waiting for. So get ready: I turn
around, see, and look right at Jean when I say that, and, boy, is she mad. She is
practically steamin' from her ears. And you know what? I liked it, seeing her like
that. She looked so goddamn funny with her face all twisted up and her hands shaking at her sides. Boy, was she pissed. I guess she don't like being humiliated in front
of a lot of people. Me neither, but she deserved it.
''Anyway, before I know it, she grabs a metal spatula off of the table. The kind
you flip hamburgers and stuff with. And it's flying through the air straight at me.
But slow, like in the movies or football instant replays. Jesus.''
He stops right here, waiting for Julie to say something. Anything. But she
doesn't know what to say. She is seeing Jean and the shiny steel flying at Michael's
face. A cold hand tickles her back.
"I didn't duck or anything. It's coming slow-motion, but I'm only seeing it in
slow motion, and it's waving at me, throwing specks of light as it comes closer and
faster, and barn! I feel this white hot heat in my eye, and I'm seeing red. Red on my
hand, red on my shirt, little red drops on the floor, like someone took a paint brush
and flung it. The pain is just shooting through me, 'til I can feel it all over, taking
over. And I got a knife in my hand." Michael's hand is clenched into a tight fist
that trembles on his broad knee. Julie looks down at him from on top of the carton
of hush puppy mix, waiting for him to speak again. Her feet are still, her legs framing the cold red printing on the cardboard box.
"I wanted to fuckin' kill her. You know, just take that knife and ... Jesus, I got
real close to doing it, too.
"She is standing over me, and my face is drippin' blood all over the fuckin'
place. And she doesn't even say she is sorry. She just stands there, looking at me
and the blood, wiping her hands along the side of her apron and rockin' back and
forth on those big fat feet a hers. Jesus." Michael looks up into Julie's pale face,
and he sees that she is frightened. He scratches the end of his freckled nose, thinking for a second. Then he reaches out to pat her shaking knee.
"I didn't tell you to make you more scared a her. No, no, you can't be scared
a her. Cause you know, I was standing there holding my eye, wan tin' to beat the
fuck outa that bitch. Then I look up and see her, rockin' back and forth like she is,
and I know that she, yeah, she, is the one that's scared. That's why she acts so high
and mighty all the time. So's she can cover up. She can hurt you, I know. She hurt
me pretty bad. But I thought, when I was standin' there, that I mus ta hurt her
worse than she ever hurt me, I mean, for her to do what she did. Just a few stupid
words that I shouted out in the kitchen hurt her that bad. Jesus."
Michael shakes Julie's knee, and it rocks her back and forth on the carton. He
is smiling now, looking up at her, but she can't see him. She is staring down into
the tiled floor, seeing Jean.
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' 'So don't you be ascared a her. Cause now you know. She is just as fuckin'
scared a you. She just don't show it like you do. Feel sorry for her instead. I mean,
she's uglier than shit, she ain't got no friends, and she'll probably end up workin'
here in this hole for the rest of her life. Shit.''
Julie laughs out loud, and the picture of Jean that was etched on the tile floor
disappears. She leans back into the paneled wall, her chin resting on her chest.
"Michael, you got an extra smoke?" she asks him.
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MAXIMUM SECURITY: FT. LEAVENWORTH, KANSAS
Gary Kaupie

There are always a minimum of two guards in Maximum Security because inside
are kept the murderers, rapists, prisoners who beat up other prisoners, and any
prisoner who has trouble toeing the line while a resident of the stockade. Those in
for violent crimes are only kept at the stockade until they have been tried and convicted. Then they are shipped by armed guard to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, the army's Maximum Security prison. Usually at the stockade we don't keep a murderer
for more than six months.
A guy named Tom is typical of most of the prisoners we have in the stockade.
He's an eighteen-year-old high school drop-out. He worked days pumping gas and
changing tires in a filling station and lived with his parents. He didn't like his
parents telling him what to do, especially his old man. He could take care of himself.
He didn't "need no help" from high school or his old man. So to get out of his
situation at home and make a fresh start in a new place, he joined the army.
Tom drops out of the army and goes AWOL, but dropping out of the army is
not like dropping out of high school. Two weeks later he is picked up at his home
by the MPs, who were tipped off by Tom's recruiter. Now Tom is in the stockade
awaiting a bad conduct discharge and permanent separation from the army.

TOWER GUARD
You'd better bring a radio with you and something to read, comic books or a girlie
magazine. Don't let them see whatever it is you're going to read. A good place to
hide the stuff is in your fatigue jacket. Listening to the radio is alright but reading is
against regulations. For the next twelve hours you're going to be up in one of the
towers watching the fences for escaping prisoners. You will be armed with a twelve
gauge shotgun and three rounds of ammunition.
There are four towers outside· the compound, one at each corner. They are constructed on a trestle-like wooden frame about 12 ft. high. On top of this is a wooden
platform that supports the small pentagon-shaped building that serves as the guard's
shelter. The shelter is covered with windows on the three sides facing the compound
so that sitting inside you can see all along the fences to each of the towers in the opposite corners. In one of the sides facing towards the back is the door and the other
side is one window that looks out onto the road. If you were six feet tall and laid
down on the floor of this little building you would barely be able to stretch out.
To get up into the tower you are going to have to climb the wooden ladder.
Sling the shotgun over your shoulder and hold the radio in one hand. Reaching up
and gripping the rungs above you with your free hand, climb up slowly, step by step.

Each time you reach up for another rung with your free hand, hold on to the side of
the ladder with the hand holding the radio as best you can. Step up on the rungs on-
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ly when your free hand has a firm grip on the rung above.
As you climb, it will .feel as if the ladder is shaking. This is not so. Actually the
whole tower is shaking. It shakes in the strong winds that come down out of the
mountains and it shakes when anyone climbs the ladder. This is normal and to your
advantage. Whenever you sleep in the tower, which is against regulations, you will
be perfectly safe. If the guard commander tries to sneak up and catch you sleeping,
the noisy shaking of the tower will wake you up. The guard commander will find
your sleepy eyes doing what they're supposed to be doing, watching the fences.
Believe me, you'll do plenty of sleeping working the tower's twelve-hour shift six
days in a row, especially if you are working at night.
At the top of the ladder is a trap door. Push this open until it falls backward on
its side. Now set the radio down on the platform and, placing both hands on the
platform, push yourself up and through the hole. To avoid an unnecessarily swift exit from the tower make sure you close the trap door.
You will now find yourself on the catwalk, which is surrounded by a three-foothigh railing made of 2 by 4' s. On nice days you can walk around and around the little building on top of the tower, counting your steps, looking attentively at the compound, the fences, the road outside the compound, the motorpool with all its olivegreen jeeps with red sirens and Military Police stenciled in white on the sides of the
hoods. You can also see the distant foothills and mountains of the Colorado Rockies.
Open the door and go into your little shack. The windows are filthy and a couple of broken panes are covered with cardboard or old comic books. Built into one
of the walls is a rectangular metal space heater. This will keep you quite comfortable
as long as the temperature doesn't fall below freezing. When the cold winter hawk
swoops down out of the mountains it will claw its way through every crack (there a
lot of them) and you will think you're sitting in an ice box. Wrapping yourself in a
blanket, you will sit shivering, huddled next to the heater, hoping that this night
will move quickly and you can get back to your warm barracks bed.
Put the shotgun down. You won't need it. Prisoners don't climb the fences,
but if one should, this is what you must do. Grab the shotgun and run out onto the
catwalk. Don't shoot, whatever you do. Start blowing your whistle to alert the other
guards. Keep blowing your whistle while the prisoner climbs the first fence, cutting
his hands on the barbed-wire top. · The fences are about ten feet high and separated
by about six feet. You can hold the whistle between your teeth so your hands are
free to load the shotgun. On the left side of the shotgun almost directly above the
trigger is a metal groove that gradually gets deeper and deeper. Taking the shells
out of your pocket one at a time, put the shell in the groove (brass end to the rear)
and press down, sliding the shell into the loading chamber. Repeat with all three
shells. Make sure the safety is on. This is located on the left side behind the loading
chamber. The safety is round, coming to a point at one end and with a flat lever at
the other end. Flick the lever so the point is toward the top of the shotgun. The
safety is on. The shotgun is a pump action gun, so hold onto the stock where it
meets the metal with your right hand. The stock is slender here and you should
easily be able to wrap your fingers around it. You can also reach the trigger from
here with your finger, but don't touch that yet. Grab the wooden hand grip under
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the barrel with your left hand and slide this back toward you until you hear it click
and then slide it away from you until it clicks again. There is now a shell in the firing chamber.
It's against regulations to shoot the prisoner until he has gotten 25 meters
away from the last fence. Yell ''Halt!'' three times as loud as you can. If the
prisoner does not respond by halting, and if the gate guards have not arrived in their
jeep to intercept him, open fire. Aim for his legs. Remember you 're trying to knock
him down, not kill him.
But forget about this. You have more important things to think about, like
how you are going to pass the time for the next twelve hours. I like to bring a radio,
a paperback book, paper and pen, a copy of Penthouse or Playboy and cigarettes.
When I'm tired of reading I do a little writing. When I'm tired of writing I look at
the pictures in the magazine. When I'm tired of the magazine I talk to myself.
When I get tired of myself I go to sleep. When I'm tired of sleeping I read some
more, whistle, walk around, write on the walls, smoke cigarettes, and poke my head
out the door to see if my relief has gotten here yet. I also smoke reefer, but
sometimes that slows down time even more, bad scene. When I get really bored I'll
even watch the fences.
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THE BEGGAR MAN'S NAIL
Joan Dumser

Celia looked at the animal carcasses hanging in the refrigerator. She saw how much
they still resembled live animals. They had no head, no insides, no skin, and only
short stubs that used to be legs. She thought that if her father stood them up on
their stubs they could come only to her waist, and she was glad to know that she
could be taller than something. That made her feel good, but when she thought
more about those things hanging from the ceiling by a hook through the ribs, she
realized that at one time it could blink its eyes or turn its head. And she knew that
in no time at all they would be chopped into meat portions made to fit the steel
trays that lined the inside of the refrigerated display case at the back of the store.
Her father walked back inside and Celia moved to the crates and sat on top of
them so she could watch her father. He brought one carcass out of the storage place
and dropped it on his work table. Her father spoke in the same heavy accent that
she recognized among people in the neighborhood.
''What should we talk about this morning, little girl?'' Her father did not look
at her but watched the meat on the table and the sharp cleaver in his right hand.
"Tell me a story I haven't heard yet." Celia sat so that her feet held onto the
box she sat atop. Her elbows rested on her knees and her hands cupped around her
chin.
Her father paused a moment and without putting the cleaver down wiped his
brow with his right forearm. Celia watched the metal catch the little bit of sunlight
that reached the back room.
"I don't know, little girl. I been telling you stories for a long time now. Don't
you think you heard 'em all already?' '
"Tell me about the beggar man in the village. That's my favorite." Celia grew
excited and leaned closer to her father's work table. Her feet lost their casual hold
on the crate and she tumbled forward, breaking her fall with her hands on the edge
of the table top. Her father jumped back, holding the knife blade down and to his
side. He laughed when he saw Celia's nose on the table edge and her eyes staring inside the carcass laid before her.
"Get back up on your boxes, and I tell you the story."
Celia climbed back up, this time making sure that her feet were secure. She
leaned back against the wall and folded her arms across her chest. She watched her
father divide the. carcass in half by splitting the backbone, the meat cleaver falling
and rising until the job was finished.
"Well, you know after the Great War that many people were hungry for a
long time. Even my father, who owned his own land, he had a bad time." The meat
cleaver emphasized his words.
'' And the first winter after the war we all lived together in the house, me, my
brothers and sisters, and their wives and husbands. Everyone worked to start the
farm again, and we helped the neighbors and they helped us. First we work on one
farm and then on the next farm, all through the village. It take a couple years before
all the land was good like it was before the war."
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Celia watched the meat on the table lose its similarity to an animal. She did not
look at her father's face as he spoke, but at the hands that worked in front of her.
"So what we did, the whole village, was share the food that everybody had,
which wasn't much, I tell you.
"One day, just near the time when you start planting, a beggar man comes to
our village. His clothes are ragged and only his dark eyes look out from inside all
those shawls wrapped around the head like this." Celia's father put the cleaver on
the table beside him and his hands circle his head to show his daughter how many
shawls the man had on. Then he picked up the knife again and continued his work.
"He stood out in front of all the houses in the center and called out that he
could get enough food for everyone. Well, of course this brought everyone out of
their house and into the center there. The ragged man with arms straight out to his
sides turned in circles calling, calling until everyone was standing watching him and
finally someone asks, 'How can you do that? How can you feed all these peoples?'
Well, the beggar man just throws his head back and laughs. He pulls a big steel nail
out of his clothes somewhere and says, 'I can make soup out of a nail.' He says first
he need the biggest pot in the village to be brought out to the center. And so we
bring him the biggest pot in the village. He fix it so that it hanging from poles and
it far enough off the ground to make a fire underneath. "
Celia kept a steady eye on the hands moving in front of her. The fingertips
were now the same red-brown color of the meat.
"Then he say to fill the pot with the freshest water, so a small boy, he run to
the well on the other side and bring back buckets and buckets of the fresh water and
pour it inside the pot until it begins to dribble just a little outside the pot. You
know, so that the ashes in the fire fly up and the wood hisses at you.''
Celia's father looked up at her and she looked at him. She shook her head yes.
She wasn't exactly sure what he meant, since she had never cooked over an open
fire, but she believed what he said because every time the story was the same.
"Soon the water boils and steam comes from the pot. The old begg~r man
reaches inside his clothes again and pulls out a huge silver spoon and dips it into the
pot of boiling water. He blows to the spoon and then puts it inside his mouth. And
no sooner is the spoon inside his mouth than he spits the water out like he was
spraying flowers with a hose.'' Her father stops his work to show his daughter how
the beggar man's lips were pursed and then resumes the story and butchering at the
same time.
"The beggar man, he say, 'This is nothing but water. I put in my special nail
and you have the best soup in the whole country.' And then the beggar man say,
'This nail is very.special. It belong to my father, and his father before him and his
father before him all the way back. St. Stephen himself have soup from this nail.'
Then the beggar man drop the nail into the pot and it clunk to the bottom and
steam rise from the pot again. Then the beggar man he take his spoon again and
taste the soup, and he say, 'This is the best soup ever. But I tell you peoples, it
could use maybe a small carrot.' And all the ladies in the village run to their houses
and get a small carrot, so proud they are to have the same soup that St. Stephen
had. The beggar man stir in the carrots and taste the soup again. 'This soup,' he
says, 'is very good. But it be even better if it had a few potatoes.' So all the ladies
again run to the house to get potatoes.''
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The first carcass was finished now, and meat lay in the metal trays. He stacked
them on top of each other and carried them into the other room and placed them
inside the refrigerated case. He walked back into the storage room where the other
carcass still hung, wrapped his arms around it, and lifted it from its hook. He kicked
the door shut with his foot and turned and dropped it onto his work table. Celia saw
him begin to chop on this one just as he did on the other one.
" So." Her father paused a moment to remember where he had left off in the
story.
"So, the beggar man, he stir in the potatoes and he say, 'this soup is real
good,but not as good as St. Stephen had. I think it needs a cabbage. ' So all the ladies
run again to their houses to get a cabbage. They break the leaves into the pot and
the beggar man stir it all up and he taste the soup again. ''
Celia was leaning on her knees again, and before her father could get the words
out she sat up straight and spoke up.
"This soup sure is good but not as good as St. Stephen had. "
Her father looked up from his work. By now the knife was thick with dried
meat juice and no longer glistened in the sun. He landed the cleaver between a slab
of ribs and embedded it deep into the wood of the table. He left it there, leaned with
both hands on the table, and chuckled at his daughter , who with excitement was
beginning to falter on the crates.
" O.K. , little girl. You finish the story. "
Celia sat still for a moment, then arched her back and held her chin up high.
She smiled broadly at the man across the table and with all the confidence of a ten
year old, she started.
" We got carrots, potatoes, and cabbage." She counted on her fingers to show
her father she had heard every word. She began again with exaggerated enthusiasm.
" So the beggar man takes his big silver spoon and stirs the pot with the steam
rising from it and puckers his lips to taste the soup. And he sends the ladies for
some ... some turnips. The ladies run to their houses and bring back the turnips, and
the beggar man stirs them into the pot with his big silver spoon and says, 'This
soup sure is good and just as good as St. Stephen had. ' So he sends everybody home
to get their own bowl and spoon, and everybody in the village eats as much soup as
they can.'' Celia clapped her hands· once and laid them in her lap.
"Is that story really true? " Celia looked at her father with all the seriousness
she could muster.
Her father was arranging the pieces of meat in a tray. He carried it out to the
store, and Celia followed him, repeating the question. When they had both returned
to stand next to th!= work table, her father looked down at her and shook an index
finger near her face .
" Don ' t ever ask a storyteller if the stories are true. He might get mad at you
and never tell you any more stories. ''
Celia considered this a moment.
"I think it ' s true. If you told me, I think it ' s true. "
" Good. Now go upstairs. It ' s nearly time for your lesson. "
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JOE AND AGGIE
Arlene Littleton

Mr. and Mrs. Walker sat at their small kitchen table, drinking strong black coffee
left over from the day before. It was a morning like any other; Mr. Walker's face
was hidden behind the Tribune, and Mrs. Walker stared out across the table,
through the window, at the back porches across the alley. The crackly rustling of
newspaper, and an occasional "Hmmm ... " or "Hmmph ... " from Mr. Walker as he
read, was the only sound that passed between the couple.
Mrs. Walker's eyes strolled over the view; she noted that Sadie Burns had
finally hung up some wash on the line, and that the Price family's porch was still
loaded with a week's worth of garbage. It was a dreary, grey day. It had rained the
night before. The sky was dark and overcast, and the buildings were coated with a
bleary film that hung on them like crepe.
She watched as Johnnie Sawyer made his way down three flights of stairs to the
back yard, his arms piled high with long wooden slats. Now there's a good boy, she
thought, always keeping himself busy, never gettin' in trouble or botherin' anyone,
and him with all those brothers and sisters to look out for! She wondered if Aggie
Sawyer had that baby yet. She was as big as a house last time she saw her. As if the
Sawyers needed another mouth to feed!
She was just about to ask her husband if he'd seen Aggie around lately when
she saw Joe Sawyer walk out onto the back porch. He was carrying something in
his arms, and Mrs. Walker leaned forward over the table, squinting her eyes
together, trying to make out what it was.
Mr. Walker folded the paper noisily, rose from his chair with a grunt, and
poured himself another cup of coffee. He held the aluminum pot poised in the air
over Mrs. Walker's empty cup and asked if she wanted more.
"Shhh ... " She waved her hand at him over her shoulder, her eyes intent on
watching Joe across the alley.
"What is it?"
''I don't know ... Joe Sawyer's· out there ... on his porch ... holdin' somethin'
pink ... Lord only knows what that man's up to .. .l been hearin' some mighty strange
stories 'bout him lately ... Mrs. Shelburn tells me he ain't worked in a month, and
she ain't seen any rent in two ... says he hides in the bedroom when she goes
up .. .leaves it up to Aggie to make excuses for him ... says she thought she heard a
man cryin' once when she listened at the door."
Mr. Walker bent down beside his wife, coffee pot still in hand, craning his neck
forward, his head now level with hers, and they watched as Joe Sawyer walked from
his back door to the edge of the porch and held the pink bundle out over the railing.
There was the quick whoosh sound of sucking air as they simultaneously drew in
their breath when they realized what Joe was holding.
Joe Sawyer stood rigid on his third floor back porch, his body leaning forward
against the splintered bannister, and through his mind raced the yard boss's words.
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Joe'd been waiting a month for that call from the boss at the yard. Boss had said,
"Trains ain't movin', Joe, they just ain't movin'. Ain't nothin' I can do about
it,Joe .. .if it was up to me I'd tell ya to come back in, but they just ain't
movin' .. .looks like the layoff might go on for some time, too, far as I can
tell ... thought you'd like to know ... " Joe let the receiver slip from his hand and it
swung back and forth on the cord, banging up against the cracked plaster of the
hallway wall. All the hope he'd been able to muster up and down those two flights
of stairs since he'd heard the phone ring went out of him like air escaping from a
punctured tire, slow and steady. He felt hate and guilt and defeat and despair rising
hot in him , then sinking back down into his feet like molten lead. He'd walked slow
back up to the apartment; seemed like it took him a month to climb those stairs. He
could feel something pushing him down and back, all the way up, up to where Aggie and the kids would be waiting to hear the news about his job, up to where he'd
have to tell Aggie to get her Ma over to watch the kids so the two of them could go
apply at the welfare office, up to where he'd have to stand, feeling like less than two
cents when Aggie ' s Ma gave him that "You no-good bum" stare of hers, and there
wouldn't be much he could do about any of it. He'd felt the wall pushing hard
against his back all the way up the stairs. Aggie was standing in the doorway of the
apartment when Joe reached the third floor, her eyes searching Joe's face for a ray
of hope, even though she really didn't expect to find any there. She'd listened to his
footsteps coming up from downstairs; they'd been slow and heavy and told her all
she needed to know. Her flowered mickey-apron hung shapelessly from her large
shoulders, stains from the morning's cooking polka-dotting the cotton from just
below her heavy breasts to the hem just below her knees. She held baby Julia tightly
against her breast and shoulder, patting her softly on the back. When Aggie saw
Joe ' s face , Julie seemed to grow heavier in her arms and began whimpering as if she
could feel her mother's despair. The whimpering grew in volume and turned into a
high-pitched whine as Joe neared the door of the apartment. Joe looked at Aggie
and silently reached his arms out toward her. She understood and hande~ Julia over
to him. He looked down at the tiny innocent crinkled face and felt a sudden calm.
Julie stopped whining and Joe walked past Aggie, into the apartment, straight
through to the back door and out onto the porch, where the Walkers watched from
their window across the alley.
Joe walked slow and steady across the grey wooden porch until he reached the
railing. It seemed as though he would've walked right off the porch with Julia in his
arms if that railing hadn't been there to stop him. Joe stopped , but his arms did not,
and in his arms was three week old Julia, who was sleeping peacefully and wrapped
snugly in a soft, pink comforter. Joe's arms stuck straight out in front of him, extended out over the porch railing, out over the three story drop , and Julia curled up
inside the comforter, as babies do when they're feeling safe and warm , with only her
father 's arms and three stories of air beneath her. Joe 's arms were trembling
violently, and his breath came in short, strained gasps between muffled sobs that
wracked his body from toe to head. His wavy red hair stood up in points around his
head , as if hundreds of fingers had been run through it at different agles; his jaws
were tightly set, his face crinkled up into a patterned map of deep creases and lines,
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and the creases and lines were slowly filling with tears he couldn't feel.
Johnnie Sawyer was downstairs in the back yard, hammering away at his new
clubhouse, and each bang of the hammer echoed and bounced off the buildings on
either side of the tenement and swirled in and out of Joe's throbbing head.
Johnnie's eyes were riveted on nail and hammer and wood, and he was completely
oblivious of his father and new sister three stories above him. With each bang of the
hammer, Joe's hands clutched tighter on the soft bundle, and loosened as the vibration settled down. The throb, throb, throb of the pounding hammer seemed to be an
extension of his own heartbeat, and Joe could not distinguish one from the other.
Mr. and Mrs. Walker watched Joe Sawyer from their window across the alley,
and for a full three minutes they remained tense and unmoving, holding their
breaths, as if by doing so they could somehow support the helpless child Joe held in
his arms. Mr. Walker grabbed hold of his wife's arm. "We have to do something!"
It was almost a whisper. Mrs. Walker shook her head up and down and pointed
silently toward the telephone, never taking her eyes off the porch across the alley.
Mr. Walker pulled himself away from the window and ran to the phone. It seemed
ages before the operator came on the line. "Number, puleezzee ... "
"Uhhh ... " Mr. Walker's mind went blank; the calmness of the operator's
voice shook him, and he groped for words that would make sense. He cleared his
throat, ''The Police ... get me the Police ... ''
"That number is P0-5-1313 .. .1 will connect you ... "
Aggie stood just inside the screen door, directly behind Joe. She leaned up
against the doorjamb, afraid to make a move for fear of startling Joe, for fear that
any movement might cause him to drop their child. She held the hem of her apron
up to her mouth with one hand, stifling the almost overpowering urge to scream,
and the other hand was curled up into a tight ball that shook violently at her side. It
was a nightmare, it was another part of the long nightmare that had been going on
and on for weeks now, and Aggie felt responsible for it, felt she should have known
and could have prevented it. It wasn't just the phone call, she knew that; the phone
call had been the proverbial straw that broke the camel's back. Joe'd been acting
strange and jittery for the last month, and Aggie assumed he was going to leave her.
She knew his feet were beginning to itch; she'd seen it happen before and knew all
the signs of its coming like the back of her hand. Every day Joe would pace back
and forth through the house, from room to room, with hands in pockets and head
down. Once in a while she'd hear him mutter something or the other to himself,
and once in a while she would catch a sound that drifted back to her as he paced, a
sort of whimpering, animal-like sound. But when she would turn and look at Joe she
was sure it couldn.'t have come from him. But she never thought it would come to
this. She thought it was leading up to Joe leaving her, but not to this, never to this.
Joe'd left her before, sometimes for a few days and sometimes for a few weeks, and
the first time it had been for five years.
In the warm kitchen behind Aggie, Marion and Richard were bickering over
who would lick the icing bowl. Their shouts seemed far away, and came to her as if
the kitchen were a tunnel, carrying the voices through it to her ears on a long, thin
wire. She stared at Joe's back and fought for control of her voice, feeling the
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muscles in her throat contract, and a lump form in the middle as though she'd
swallowed a ball of cotton, and finally forced out an almost whispered "Nooo .. .
pleease ... Joe ... please don't...Oh, God ... things'll get better, Joe ... pleeease, Nooo ... ''
The words came out between soft sobs, reaching him, drifting out to him as if from
a dream, and they mingled in Joe's head with him own sobs, and the pounding that
still echoed up from Johnnie's hammer in the back yard.
Joe's eyes had been clenched tightly shut, but when Aggie's voice reached
him,he opened them and looked out ahead, over the pink bundle he held in his arms
to the swimming greyness beyond the back porch. Row after row, block after block
of tenements lined themselves up in his field of vision. Only varying shades of grey
and black, with no relief as far as he could see. The dark clouds hung low over the
tall buildings in the far distance, and Joe's eyes searched for a spot of brightness, for
a single spot of something that would relieve the greys and blacks; he felt compelled
to search, as though it were somehow urgent that he find a touch of color amid the
misty film. His eyes felt rooted to one straight line. He could move them from side
to side, but not up or down. He slid his eyes from left to right as far as they could
go , then back again. There was no relief anywhere, and the monotony dulled and
tired him.
Mr. Walker pulled up a chair at the table, alongside his wife. "The Police are
coming ... they' re on their way .... " He took her hand in his and held it gently, a
gesture he ' d not performed in a long time. Mrs. Walker took little note of her husband ' s attention. "Please, let them get here in time ... just let them get here in
time .... " He squeezed her hand tightly, assuming she was speaking to him, and she
squeezed his in return, and the knuckles of both hands slowly turned white as they
sat and stared out the window.
The pounding in Joe Sawyer's head stopped suddenly (Johnnie was now
measuring off lengths of wood down in the yard), and Aggie's voice came through
clear and sharp. She seemed to be asking him something, but he couldn ' t make out
just what she was asking. Each word seemed to overlap the next, as if she were
speaking from an echo chamber. Joe became confused , shaking his head and trying
to sort the words out; the mere sound of them seemed to soothe his eyes and relieve
the unrelenting strain of the greyness. Slowly his eyes lowered just a bit, and at the
bottom of his vision he caught a spark of color amid all the greyness. It was a bright
pink, and it contrasted sharply with the background. For a second it seemed so
bright that he could hardly stand it. It burned his eyes and hit his mind like a quick
flash of lightning, and as it did he felt a heaviness in his forearms , and his muscles
strained and bulged against the weight. Baby Julia let out a soft whimper as Joe ' s
grip on her tightened , and the almost inaudible sound floated up and back to Joe.
His eyes went wide , as if startled out of a dream, and he pulled him arms in toward
his body , rapidly and roughly , and held the tiny bundle tightly to his chest. He staggered backwards , toward Aggie and the kitchen door , toward the warm, familiar
voices floating out to him, and the whine of the police sirens faded away into the
greyness beyond the back porch.
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PHILLIPINE LEAVE
Brendan Martin

The P.I. are the Phillipine Islands, or, as Harper likes to put it, "The last great
wildlife refuge left in this man's Navy." Harper had been in the Navy for eighteen
years, with twelve of those years in aviation. He had been a blackshoe for the first
six, serving on tenders, and then carriers, until he put in a career change back in the
mid-60's when anti-submarine warfare got its first kick from the Navy and the program opened up.
He had flown the oldest of the surviving ASW planes, the P-2, a monstrous pig
that could land in water. He had then been transferred back to carriers, only this
time was an airedale, the equivalent of the blackshoe in shipboard Navy. On the carriers he had flown in the old Stufes, the S-2, and had also had experience as an early
warning officer aboard an E-2 Hawkeye. After he had finally had enough of shipboard life, he put in a request for a land-based squadron and was assigned to Patrol
Squadron Forty-Seven after it made its transition from P-2's to the then new P-3's.
From there he had followed the development of the P-3 all the way from its
first model, the P-3A, to its present stage, the Charlie. He was content with his job,
and the rewards were good, but the thing he prized above all else was his liberty,
and especially P.I. liberty.
"How long you been in the Navy, kid?" Harper asked. He knew that it
couldn't have been long, because this one didn't look more than nineteen at the
most.
"A year," came the reply.
' 'Ever had overseas liberty before?' '
''Nope.''
"Ever hear about P.I.?"
"Well, yeah, a little. Just stuff around the shop."
"Believe it?" Harper asked.
"Well, some I do and some I don't," Kip replied. "There's a lot of bullshitters
around here.''
"Well, let me tell you, kid, believe it. All of it. Cause it's true." Harper waited
for this last to sink in. He watched Kip's face to see if there might be any doubt or
uncertainty.
"I've had fifteen years experience in the P.I., kid, and the first time I hit the
streets I was probably no older than you. How old are you?" Harper asked.
''Nineteen.''
Harper appraised him with mild disbelief. "You're nineteen?"
''Well, eighteen maybe.''
Harper snorted derisively. "Probably more like seventeen."
"No, really, I'm eighteen. Want to see my I.D.?" He fished in his dungarees
for his wallet.
''No, I don't want to see your goddamn I.D. The question is, have you ever
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had a pussy starin' you in the face?" He leaned back in his chair for emphasis.
''Yeah, sure,'' Kip said.
"Bullshit," declared Harper. "You 're lucky if you ever got your fingers in
one. ''
"I have too."
"Well, it makes no difference, kid, cause we're gonna get you wet!" With this
last he jerked forward in the swivel chair and let his forearms fall on the desktop.
"I got a surprise for you."
"What's that? " Kip asked, uncertain. He hardly knew Harper at all, other
than a couple of trainer flights when he had helped Harper and Brown, the ordnanceman, load the buoys in the belly of the plane.
Harper leaned forward. "The surprise is that we are going to the P.I. Next
week.''
Kip's eyes grew wide. "The P.I.? Holy shit. For how long?"
"We've got a five day exercise in the Sea of Japan," Harper answered.
Kip felt the nervousness return that had plagued him when Harper has asked
him if he had ever eaten pussy. The stories that he had heard already about the P.I.
were hot and steamy, and made his head swim just to listen to them. He had renounced most of them as bullshit, more out of fear of believing them than anything
else. Mama' d whip my ass if she knew I was talkin' about this, he thought. Kip
tried to calm himself.
"Do we have to go?" he asked Harper.
"Do we have to go?" Harper was incredulous. "Do we have to go? What ' s
the matter, kid, you scared of a little pussy?''
"Well, no, but I don't have much money left and I don't know if I'll be able to
afford it. With all the hookers and all.''
He had heard stories of dripping diseases and cancerous maladies that affected
only those that courted P.I. hookers. He had heard of getting rolled by swarms of
Filipinos armed to the teeth with razor-sharp knives, cutting and slashing clothes
away like a horde of piranhas, and coming up from the fray with wallets and rings
and watches. He had heard of a river that was the filthiest in the world, and required a battery of shots for someone unfortunate enough to fall in it. In short, he
was scared of it all.
"Well, listen, kid, if it's really money you're worried about, then don't. I can
lend you any money you might need; payday's only next Friday. And besides, all
you need to get you by in the P.I. is twenty dollars. The P.I. is the last place in the
world where an American dollar is worth anything these days.''
"Twenty d9llars, for five days?" asked Kip. It didn't sound right.
"Twenty dollars is all you need," Harper answered. "I can get you screwed,
blued, and tattoed, and you'd still have your twenty dollars. You stick with me, kid,
when we hit the streets, and I'll show you things you only dreamed about before. I
can show you how to get drunker than you've ever been in your life for three." He
waited to see if Kip would answer. When Kip remained silent, Harper knew he had
an audience.
"When I first saw the amazing sight of Olongapo City, right outside the main
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gate of the Air Station, I was floored. '' Harper was leaning back in the swivel with
his hands locked behind his head. '' At that time Olongapo was nothin' more than a
bunch of piss-ant little shacks, just pieces of old galvanized tin and cardboard thrown
together. The clubs were barely more than that. The beer they sold used to be
home-brewed, and there were only a few clubs in the whole city that had hard
liquor. They mighta had three or four bottles if it was a big bar.
"Well, anyway, like I say, I'm standing there outside the main gate, all by
myself; rest of the boys was all in the club on base, because they were too afraid to
go out into the city. So I took off all my jewelry, took off my watch, and stuffed it
into the pockets of my bells. See, at that time they didn't have all this modern Navy
shit, it was rough and ready. We had to apply for liberty passes to get off base, and
we weren't allowed to wear civilian clothes while on liberty." Kip whistled softly in
disbelief. He couldn't imagine anything stricter than what he was already experiencing.
'' So you know how the inside pockets of the old blues are, tight and not much
room. I took my wallet and stuffed it inside the one pocket of my jumper, next to
my heart. That's where I always wore it, so I didn't get rolled. Used to see these
turkeys come strollin' down the street with their wallet half tucked into the waistband of their bells, one half in and one half out. Wouldn't be one minute after
they've started down the main street than they'd be attacked by about twenty little
kids, and they'd lose that wallet.
"Well, I got my shit all in one sock, I'm slicked up and ready to go .. .like I say,
I wasn't much older than you, probably younger. It's about six-thirty at night, and
all the strings of lights that used to hang across the rooftops were just turned on.
Didn't have streetlights then. I walked to the bridge that separates the base from the
town, and let me tell you, there were some characters hanging around it then, and
it ain't much better now." He gave an emphatic look at Kip. "You can get rolled
right there, kid, if you ain't cool." Kip swallowed nervously. He'd never been
rolled before, much less being rolled by a band of marauding Asians.
"So I hitched up my blues, which I had tailored to the "t" (I didn't have this
big gut when I was your age), and I strolled across the bridge. Right away this old
boy comes up to me with an armful of wristwatches, probably stole 'em the night
before. I did the same thing then that I do now, and that is I just kept my mouth
shut and rolled right past him, didn't say a word. But it's not only that. You gotta
look mean. If he steps back in your way again, you gotta look at him real hard, and
tell him to move. Don't take any shit from these boys, cause they'll see right away
that you're a mark, and they ' ll follow you all around town just waiting for the right
moment.''
Harper laughed abruptly. '' People think that Shit P.iver is bad now; they
should have seen it when it was really Shit River. People used to do their washin' by
the sides of the river, right down there with the turds and all. They'd bring buckets
of water back to their huts, and that's all the water they had. They still don't have
no civilized plumbing in Olongapo; most of the places you'd see use well water, or

bottled water. Plain fact of it is, that river is dangerous. Supposed to be thirteen different strains of sickness living in that river. Cholera, typhoid, tetanus, diptheria,
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and a few others. The Flips are used to it, cause they been drinking the water so
long. Whatever you do, don ' t go in that water, boy. You'll be real sorry." He
shook his head from side to side and Kip vowed that he wouldn't.
"The air was real nice and warm that night. Just the right temperature.
Sometimes it gets hotter than a dog ' s breath in that place, kid, and it don ' t smell
much better. But that night it was real nice.
' 'The first thing I seen when I get over the bridge is a barber shop. I figured
that I'd get myself a haircut and a shave, since at that time both of them used to be
about one peso, or twenty cents.
"I walk into this barber shop, the man seats me in his chair, and he ' s got two
real nice lookin ' little girls standin ' there with him. I sit down, tell him that I want
a haircut and a shave, and he starts gettin ' his stuff together. Meanwhile, I'm
lookin ' at these two little girls standin' behind him, both about sixteen. Hard to tell
with those girls, they ' re all so damned small.
"Well, these girls, after he started cuttin' my hair with his scissors that looked
like sheep shears, just two big round blades, these girls come round me and start
playin' with my hands, pullin' at my fingers and stuff. I asked the barber what they
wanted , and he said that they wanted to give me a manicure. A sign said that a
manicure was only a P, so I said sure, why not. Well, one a these girls starts takin '
my shoes off, too, and the barber starts laughin ' . I said, hey , what gives? and he said
that they ' re going to give me a pedicure, too, which is a manicure for your toes.
Ever had you toes polished before, son?" Kip assured him that he hadn' t, and
Harper told him he ought to try it sometime. " Sure as hell beats cuttin' them
yourself. '' Harper laughed thoroughly and Kip was amused by his attitude. Less
than an hour ago he could barely get a word out of him.
"So this barber ' s cuttin ' my hair, and these two babes are workin ' me over,
one on my hands and one on my feet. I'm watchin' this girl doing my fingers when
all of a sudden I feel somethin warm and wooly on my toes. This girl ' s got my toe
up under her little skirt and she ' s rubbin' her pussy on it. I'm scared this old boy
with the sheep shears is gonna chop my ears off, but he just acts like he' s not even
seein' it, just keeps on smilin ' and rnttin '. I close my eyes and try to imagine what
that little furbox looks like under there, when I feel my hand rest on somethin wet
and warm. I just kept my eyes closed for the rest of the time, and let' em do what
they would. Never had a better time in a barber chair in all my life like that, kid .
Haircut was for shit, but boy, those girls were somethin ' else. Tipped ' em each a
peso, and they thought I was a prince.
"So now I got a new haircut and shiny fingernails, plus I'm feelin ' good from
playin pinch the .beaver with these girls. I walk down the main street till I get to a
spot where it 's wall-to-wall bars, all of em blastin ' out music and crawlin ' with girls.
The whole street was loaded with 'em. You know, Olongapo as it sits right now has
a population of about forty thousand , and thirty-seven thousand of those people are
licensed hookers. Bein ' a woman ' s a good asset in that town , kid , and there ' s such a
variety it ' ll make your head spin. But looks aren ' t what counts. It ' s what ' s down in
the business end that counts. And there's lots of different kinds of those, too."
Harper gave Kip a sly look, and Kip felt his face flush. He actually had touched one
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once, but the girl wouldn't let him see.
"Yessir, I'll give you one good piece of advice when it comes to pussy in that
town, kid. Don't get it off the street. They had the license system when I first
started going to the P.I., and it's worked alright for me. I ain't never picked up shit
from there." In truth, Harper had, many times, but he didn't want to scare Kip off.
"What is the license system?" Kip tried to look attentive, even though he'd
already heard about this before from one of his instructors in A school, before he
was sent to the squadron.
"The license system is where each of the hookers is given a license to work,
and they gotta present these to the owners of the bar, who keeps the license for
them if they don't usually work that bar. If they work the bar, then the license just
stays there. And each of these girls has to see a doctor every two weeks. If they got
the clap, they give up their card, and that means they don't work for the next two
weeks, when they go back to the doctor again, and he checks 'em out to make sure
they're alright. Most of the girls you see walkin' the streets are either out-oftowners who come into town to pick up a few extra bucks, or girls, that had to give
up their license to the doc for two weeks. You can rest assured that you' 11 get
something if you get it off the street. Now I ain't sayin' that all the street pussy is
bad; there's some fine young stuff runnin' around loose out there. But it's just that
you're playin' the odds of gettin the clap, and if you never tore a set of bathroom
pipes off the wall when you felt your pecker on fire, then boy, keep away from it.
"Now, I noticed that one of these bars in particular had a better brand of
women standin' around outside than some of the others. Its name was the Bali Hai.
Had rows of lights all on the frame of the doorway, with a neon palm tree over it,
flashing on and off. Well, these old girls out in front start callin' me and tellin' me
that I look too young to be out on the street, I ought to go back home to my
mother, all this shit. Wasn't makin' much of a hit with them. So I walk over and
size 'em up, and they're all pretty well decked out, with short skirts so short it looked like they had fur fringe around the hems. They' re all laughin' and pokin' at me,
but I took it all in good stride, and I showed then that I was alright. I put my arms
around two of the girls who were better lookin' than most of them, and turned
them around to go inside the bar. One of 'em looks at my hands, sees my fingernails, and lets out a whoop that would have brought down the house. They thought
that was the best thing they'd seen in years. I'm tellin' you, those little girls did a
first-rate job. Right then and there, I knew what I had to do. I took off my shoe, and
showed them the rest of the handiwork. They knew I had class then, kid. I was set.
"I walked into that bar with a crowd of girls around me, boy, and you shoulda
seen heads turn. Those girls were rub bin' me and squeezin' me and, man, the rest
of the sailors in that place were just in wonder. It was really beautiful.
"We got a booth, a big round one, right near the stage, and these girls all
crowded into it with me in the center. I never had so many hands in my lap as I had
that night. They couldn't get enough of me.
"The owner of the bar came over to see who his girls were giving all their attention to, because for him it means that he won't get as many bar fees that night,
which he gets for every girl that leaves with a guy. I ordered drinks all round for
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the girls, and told him to get one for himself, too. He came back with the drinks, set
all of the girls up, and took a bottle off the tray with two shot glasses.
'"My name's Pop,' he said. 'This is my bar and these are my girls. You won't
find any better entertainment in this whole town.' He poured two shots out, one for
him and one for me. I picked up my glass without a word, hoisted it to his, and we
tossed them off. Man, my head exploded with a million lights. That stuff must have
been a hundred and ninety proof. Just to show him I was no sissy, I picked up the
bottle and filled up the shot glasses again. We tossed off two or three more like that,
and I was getting a real good head on.
"Well, we were havin' a fine old time, me and Pop and all the girls, drinkin'
and laughin' and playin' around. Then the lights got dim, and the stage was lit up,
and Pop said that there was gonna be some kind of show. I figured that it would be
some kind of dance routine with a few girls, but instead this old girl comes out,
must have been around forty or so. Ugly as sin, too, let me tell you. She had a face
on her like a hundred miles of bad road.
"So she comes out and starts dancin' around in some skimpy top and a short
little skirt. She bends over a few times and throws up her skirt and I see a little fluff,
cause she's got no skivvies on.
"So she's dancin' around, and showin' her stuff, when Pop beckons her with
one finger. She dances over to him and he pulls a peso out of his pocket. He
whispers in her ear for a second, and then he leans over to me.
"'I want you to meet Mumbles,' he says, and I see the old girl doesn't have a
tooth in her head. Pop was right; she mumbled something in my direction, and I
just nodded my head. Then she grabs my hand and starts tuggin' on it, and all the
girls around me are pushin' me up from my seat, and I'm gettin' real nervous cause
I don't know what's going on. She gets me up on stage, and makes me lie on the
floor, which I was more than reluctant to do, let me tell you.
"After I'm settled down there on the floor, she puts the peso on my nose, the
one that Pop gave her. She motions for me to hold it steady there, without my
hands. I'm down there lookin' up at her bush, and that's about all I could see. I was
lyin' there thinkin' what kind of shit is this, and wonderin' about all of this business
of the peso on my nose and all. Well, boy, she was dancin' over me with that bush a
shakin', and I'm sittin' there trying to keep that peso on my nose, when all of the
sudden I thought I'd grown a beard, and there's somethin' hot and wet on my nose.
Didn't smell too bad, either. And just like that, she's standin' up again, and she
puts her hand under her pussy, and just drops that old peso out of there like she had
fingers. I right away reached into my blues and put another peso on my nose. The
crowd went nuts and I just kept puttin' them pesos on my nose." He said this with
such a fondness that Kip imagined that he'd probably talk that way about his grandmother.
"So after about the fifth peso, Mumbles gets tired of this and tells Pep to
throw her a cigarette. Pop throws one to her, and she takes it and sticks it inside
that old beaver of hers. I right away got some matches out of my jumper pocket and
offered her a light. She started suckin' on that cigarette with her pussy, and boy, I
couldn't have it it better myself. She puffs on it a while, dancin ' around the stage,
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and the crowd's cheerio' and clappin' , throwin ' pesos on the stage. She took the
cigarette out of her snatch and handed it to me.
"I get up and start to walk over to the edge of the stage to go back to my seat,
and Mumbles motions for me to pick up the pesos layin' on the floor. While I'm
<loin' this, she walks over to a table and takes and empty beer bottle from it. After
I'd gotten all the pesos together, she makes me count them, and she ' s just
mumblin' away, enjoyin' herself like a queen.
"There were twenty-six pesos altogether, and let me tell you, that many pesos
is a handful of change. So she takes this beer bottle and puts it on the floor, and tells
me to put the pesos on the bottle in a stack. I put the pesos on the bottle, and put
four more on top of that just to even it up. I could see what she was gonna do, and I
had to have some of my money in this, too .
"Well, sir, she's dancin' around that beer bottle just limberin ' that old box of
hers up, stretchin' down to the floor with it and leavin ' kiss prints on the stage. I'm
lookin ' at her, and I'm lookin' at that stack of pesos on the bottle, and I sure as hell
didn ' t think that she could do it, but boy, she came up on that beer bottle like a
rubber fox .
"She strips off that little skirt of hers, and she ' s spreadin ' her legs over that
bottle so wide she looked like the Golden Gate Bride. And then she slid that old
pussy of hers around those first few pesos, and it was a sight to behold.
'' It was like that pussy had a mind of its own, just gobblin ' those pesos up, one
by one. She slid down that stack so smooth and slow that it was a marvel just to
watch. By the time that she ' d reached the twentieth peso or so, she gave her belly
some kind of weird movement, and those lips of hers just opened up like Jonah ' s
whale, and she took every last peso up in her snatch.
"Well, she walks over to me where I'm standin' at the side of the stage, like a
magician's assistant, and she takes my hand and puts it on her bush. I close my
fingers on it, and give a little tug, and damned it if wasn ' t like I'd hit the jackpot on
a one-armed bandit. Those pesos just kept fallin ' outa her pussy like rain, and I
didn't ever think they ' d stop. It was a sight to behold. "
Kip stirred up from his trance and asked Harper , "Did she get them all out? "
' ' Almost, kid, almost. She popped out twenty-three that night, on stage, and
for the rest of the night she was picking pesos out of her pussy. She took a liking to
me. Every time she ' d feel another one coming out, she ' d put my hand under her
pussy and spit it out, and then laugh with them bare gums. She was a sight.
"Pop got a few more sailors around the table later that night, and the girls
helped us play a new game that he introduced to me called Happy Face. You know
what Happy Face is, kid? "
Kip shook his head no.
"Well, Happy Face is just like regular Poker, five-card draw or whatever. But
you need a big table, cause there ' s a girl underneath it.
"Underneath it? " Kip was confused.
"Yep, underneath it. Everybody ' s sittin ' at the table plays like regular poker,

while that girl down there is takin ' cocks out. She does whatever she wants, and it ' s
up to you to keep a straight face. And let me tell you , there ' s not many tricks these
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girls don ' t know about. You could swear there was a Mixmaster down there, while
up above you got three Kings in your hand. If you show the Happy Face, someone
can call you , and they ' ll lift that tablecloth up, and she ' ll be down there smilin'
away, and you have to match the pot. I lost a lot of money that night, kid, but it
was worth it. "
Harper stood up and stretched, closing the stroke book up and tossing it to Kip.
" There 's some trainin ' material for you, kid. Better read up on it before you
attempt to get qualified. " He turned and headed for the door to the hangar ' s interior. He opened the door and walked halfway out, then stopped and looked -back.
"I'm gettin ' some coffee from the mess, kid. You want some? "
Kid looked up briefly from the magazine, long enough to say " Yeah, sure,"
and returned his gaze to the slick pages. Harper laughed softly to himself as he
walked out onto the hangar deck and closed the door behind him.

12 OStories and Prose Forms/

PHONE A CLONE!
Timothy James

Do you ever get in a perplexing situation? Do you ever want to be two places at the
same time? Are you tired of getting up early on Sunday morning for church? Are
you caught up between two girls that you would like to go out with? Well, ladies
and gentlemen, no longer will this happen. Because, due to an incredible new scientific breakthrough, we can help you. You don't have to get into perplexing situations. You can be two places at the same time. You don't have to hit those early
church services. You can date as many girls as you like. You may be saying that's
impossible. You may be saying that's a fraud. You may even be saying that's
bullshit.
But now, not ten years from now, not five years from now, not one year from
now, but right now, through incredible effort by our company, we are able to offer
you "Phone a Clone." Yes, that's right, folks, "Phone a Clone." That number is
(444)444-4444. We can clone you, we can make sure that you never have to be any
place you don't want to be.
For a minimal charge after we have received your phone call we will send out
one of our sales representatives to your home. He will show you the full and totally
unique techniques that we use to let you double your pleasure and double your fun.
He will show you pictures of our incredible '' Phone a Clone'' operation.
We have already cloned such notables as Mick Jagger. When he was asked to
give a benefit concert in Sweden and he was already expected to give one in
Australia on the same day he phoned "Phone a Clone."
On a recent trip to Poland, President Jimmy Carter's clone took over while the
president confidently took a vacation from his pressurized job.
Not only will this amazing machine clone you, but it will also clone your
favorite items. Your favorite lighter, locket, lemon, ladder, lover. Anything you
want you can have more of. If you like bagels, Beatles, benches, baskets, bowling
balls, bee hives, blenders, broccoli, barns, bran, barracudas, bears, billy clubs,
basements. Anything your little heart desires, you can double.
So go to your phone and phone "Phone a Clone" right now. That number,
one again, is (444)444-4444. Ask for Mr. Johnson. You will have no trouble
reaching him, because there are twelve Mr. Johnsons. So get on those lines. We
want to make two of you, and so on, and so on, and so on.
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NO LESBIAN FAIRYTALES
Rene Hansen

She slips around the pool table like a snake sizing up a thick neck. She flips the long
tendrils of her red-blond hair back , then moves the cue stick in and out, in and out
of the soft bed of skin between her thumb and index finger. One can nearly see her
flick her tongue and give a hiss before she cracks the ball. It is a clean swipe, as neat
and deftly delivered as the executioner's final blow. The eight ball banks towards the
upper left corner as she said it would. It rolls just a bit unevenly and hesitates before
its pocket, like the severed head which hesitates on its final strand before tumbling
to the ground. Debbie shoves another quarter in and systematically executes
another winning game. Thunk, thunk, thunk go the balls like so many heads
being lopped off. She steps away from her pool table throne and eyes me blankly, as
I knew she would , that blank stare of the executioner. It had incensed me many
times.
"It won ' t last long between us," she said that first night we went out. It was
true, of course. She could see it long before I. She wasn ' t involved in lesbian
fairytales. She wasn ' t up in the clouds and feeling cocky. No , Debbie walked always
with her eyes suctioned to the ground, as if with every step she sealed a new death
and with every block left behind something she knew she couldn ' t have.
All the time we walked she was leaving me behind. I was feeling too god-damn
lesbian cocky to notice. I had Debbie tightly, romantically, by the waist while all the
time saying to those who passed us, "Fuck them. Fuck them all." So what if it ' s

my neighborhood? So what if my brother could very well pass down this very
street? Then I thought of what I'd say to my brother if he happened to pass us.
I'd give him his own line to trip on. "Piss on it. Just piss on it," I'd say and then
I'd merrily make tracks down to the next heterosexual street where I'd bump into
an old nun and I'd say to her , "Why, Sister Mary Louise, why are you staring at
me like that? Do you want a hand in your crotch too? Is that why you're staring at
me like a hungry child? " And then I'd make tracks to the next heterosexual street
and the next and the next until I had , in one night, told the entire neighborhood to
masturbate in their straight and boring graves for all I cared. That ' s how cocky I
was feeling , which is why I said with dramatic indignation , ''What do you mean it
won ' t last long between us? What kind of a line is that? "
" You ' 11 see. You ' 11 just see," she said as she lowered her eyes to the ground.
Her voice became flat and leadened at these moments and made the lowest,
most irritating tone, which should not even be included in a scale of tones. How
could I listen? They weren ' t words out of full mouth , not a full mouth at all. It was
the sound of the wind sweeping through caves and cavemen craniums that I heard .
" Don ' t be ridiculous," I called to the wind.
" Well, I don ' t want to argue about it," she replied . " You ' ll see. You ' ll just
see." Then she searched out a path in the pavement to slink through with her eyes.
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She did this instinctively, as if her eyes had been transplanted from the bottom of a
snail's sac.
After months of cloud hopping, I was left with this image of Debbie's calloused
eyes, cracked and peeled as they slid along the pavement or the gray moldings of
floors or the cracked veneer of corner bars or the gun metal of factory machinery or
whatever uninhabitable place Debbie was currently latched into. And I saw that our
relationship hung by the thinnest thread of a vein and that Debbie relished in the
idea of snapping it.
One night she succeeded, though that night she was not any more or less than
she usually was. When I walked into the bar she was sitting slumped over the
counter. Her stare was anchored in her beer glass and she busied herself by searching for bubbles in the foam. When she was finished with one beer, she asked me
to buy her another and then quickly resunk her stare and resituated her head so that
it was in the most advantageous position for searching the universe within her glass
of Millers. "I'm never going to be more than a factory worker," she said. Predictably, I became annoyed at her resignation and launched into a hope-inspiring
oration. But I quieted myself when I noticed her stare floating out of her glass,
down along the sides of the bar and across the floor. When her gaze reached the
pool table her sockets widened like empty bamboo rods ready to explode.
It was the first time I watched, or rather witnessed, her pool playing. Her stare
never left the balls. She snap-cracked, snap-cracked the entire set of heads into neat
little graves. She returned to the bar afterwards. She had won her game and was in a
more open mood.
"Really," she said as a fresh glass of Millers was poured, "I like working in
the factories. It's not so bad. I'm stuffing envelopes now on the night shift, and I
like talking with the woman next to me. Her old man left her and she's really up
shit' s creek with three kids and a grandmother to support.
"I met my first woman love working for a plastic bottle manufacturer. Now
a fun job. We'd sit at the end of this long hollow drying tube which looked
was
that
like a gutted worm. The bottles would fly outa the end of this thing like shit from a
galloping horse. I'd catch them and pack them in crates. There were all kinds of
bottles to catch. I liked the Aunt Jemima syrup bottles the best. They weren't so
large you couldn't grab them and not so ~mall that you'd lose them. The people on
the lines kept changing all the time. Made things kinda interesting. Really, working
in the factories ain't so bad." As she said that, the natural juices were sucked from
her eyes so that she squinted and blinked uncomfortably until she returned to the
golden universe within her glass of beer.
Just once, after that, I saw her eyes languid and blue. She was talking about her
father. "We had his birthday party right there in the room," she said proudly. "I
opened all his presents for him and draped all the ribbons around his neck. He was
asleep but he kinda looked like himself, like the funny man that he was. He always
used to make jokes about what he got for his birthday and we always got him
something funny so that he'd have something good to make jokes about. One year I

got him this beer opener and stuck a clay figure of a fat woman on the end of it.
Because he always used this opener with a naked woman on it, and when he saw the
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fat one he roared and said that he wouldn't be drinking so much beer anymore.
' ' When he was finished opening presents, he ' d tie all the ribbons around his
neck and get up and dance an Irish jig, and all the ribbons and bows would spring
up and down with his belly, and pretty soon he'd have us all dancing and drinking
and just having a good time.
" That ' s why I put the ribbons around his neck in the hospital, so he'd look
like he used to, like a clown, only a sleeping clown. My mother baked his favorite
cake and we left that on his nightstand so in case he woke up during the night he'd
know we ' d been there. The next day he died. I mean, we all knew he was gunna
die. The doctors said that he shoulda died in the fall and that each day he stayed
alive was sorta like a gift. I like to think he knew about his birthday and stayed alive
for it as a last present to us. '' She looked up when she finished and her eyes were
moist. Then she glanced down and skimmed the floor as if it were the most efficient
way to dry them . Gradually, her stare crept back to the pool table.
" There ' s Betts," she said, half staring at the hefty masculine woman at tht
table. " Did I ever tell you that Betts asked me once if I masturbated? Yeah, she did!
I was just sitting here and she comes up to me with her cue stick, taps me on the
shoulder and says, 'Hey, Deb, ya ever masturbate?' I tell her none of her god-damn
business and then she asks me if I'd like to come and watch her masturbate in the
shower and I thought why not. Ended up, we had a really good time. Ya know she
has just about every sex gadget and gizmo on the market. She had vibrators in every
size and color and G-strings and garters. I never knew that lesbians went in for all
that crap. We had a good time even though I nearly did fucking O .D. At least that ' s
what Betts tells me. She said she turned around and there I was, this mass of blue
flesh , and when she listened she couldn't hear my heartbeat so she gave me mouth
to mouth and I came around. I told her that ' s the last time I do her dope. I mean
somebody had to be cutting it. I wouldn't be surprised if Betts herself had cut it
before giving it to me. I think she knows what I think of her. I mean we haven ' t
talked since. Ya know, I've been shooting myself for four fucking years and I never
O.D.' d. Hell, I ain ' t missed a vein yet, not in my arm or anyone else ' s I done. At
parties all my dope friends line up just so I can shoot them. Even the ones been
doing it for ten or fifteen years ask me to needle their veins. And I always measure
precisely. None of this spoon from the kitchen shit. I got a clean set of metric
spoons. I keep my needles clean, too. Four fucking years been doing dope and not
me or anyone I shot ever got hepatitis. I mean, you know I'm doing something
right. Anyway, Betts and me don ' t talk now. She don't even want to play a game of
pool. Knows I'll beat her , that ' s why. "
When Debbi~ finished she looked up to see if Betts caught any of our conversation. Betts came shuffling over with her stick and bounced it off of Debbie ' s
shoulder , then slowly bounced it off her left shoulder and then back and forth a few
more times. " Hey, Deb, no hard feelings , ha? Come on, play me a game. " Debbie,
as if she had just been knighted , rose from her stool with an odd sort of honor and
followed Bett ' s feet to the pool table. Betts had Debbie now , to watch her masturbate or to watch her shoot up ; she had Debbie because Debbie loved to give herself
away.
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I had her for a while, a rag doll like no other on the market, complete with
manias, metric spoons, and speed. Oh, but such a beautiful doll.
"Can I have the one that cries so I can make her feel all better? Look, Mommy
how her belly swells. The dolly gets a stomach ache. Can I make all her bettah?
'Debra Get Betta,' that's what I'll call her. She'll need me to take her temperature
and rub her· stomach and she may never get bettah without me.
"Mommy, I don't want her no more. No matter what I do, she still cries. No
matter what I do, her belly stays big. I don't even think the doll man could fix her,
Mommy, not even the doll man. Debra's just made all wrong. She's supposed to get
bettah and she only gets sick. Can I throw her out, Mommy? Get a new one? Next
Christmas? Oh, thank you, Mommy, thank you.''
I watched Debbie walk to the pool table. Like a snake she wound her hand
around the cue. Like an executioner, she became ready to strike the blow. Such
beauty in the sweep of the executioner's hand. And like the crowd gathering at the
guillotine, I became amazed, not so much at the life being severed but at the one
who severs it with such ease and resignation.
It would never work out between us. She was right, of course. I should have
seen it in her raw eyes, drawn ·down so many times like the mask of the executioner. I should have known that even an executioner takes pride in his work and
lives for the moment his sword sweeps the air and slices through the flesh. Debbie
had a natural way of severing things about her. She came back to whisper in my ear,
"I'm going home with Betts tonight. I'll see ya around next week maybe. God, I'm
getting so fucking tired of going to the bars but I'll see ya next week, ha?"
Of course you'll be here next week, I thought. It ' s part of your executioner's
job. But the sword has swung for me. You're all broken and I don't want you
anymore.
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WILLIE T.
Adrienne Clasky

It's funny. Every time I go over to Willie T.'s apartment I think, "This time it's
gonna be different, this time it's gonna be ... nice." And I always go over there
remembering how he was when I first met him back in eighth grade, when he was
shorter than I was by an inch and even skinnier (which was hard to do in those
days), when his hair feathered over his shoulders like yellow down and tickled his
eyebrows so that he was always swiping at it with the back of his hand.
Long hair hadn't hit our junior high school yet, and the other boys (mostly the
jocks led by John Pearlman, who was known to be the handsomest boy in school)
started calling Willie a hippie faggot and imitated the way he talked (he was original1y from the back hills of Tennessee and spoke with a rolling southern drawl). It
wasn't "in" then to have a southern drawl, and by the time it was "in," he had
already cultivated it out of his voice and had to cultivate it back in. None of the
other boys would be friendly to him, not even the ones that weren't jocks, who
became his ale buddies and bosom pals later that year (and who would probably be
sitting around Willie's when I got there, drinking beers), because they were all afraid
of the title "Faggot." It was like the indigo dye everyone used in art class
that year. The dye spread quickly, we were warned, and seeped into the arm of your
shirt if you so much as brushed by it, and it stained permanently.
The girls had liked him at first, and for the same reasons the boys had not: his
hair and his voice. But every time Willie would leave the cafeteria and walk down
the hall, where everybody from the eighth grade came straight after lunch and hung
out up and down that long grey wall, our feet shuffling on the wood floor as if
polishing it, while we struck first one pose then another, the boys that all the girls
wanted to be liked by, the thicker ones with the All-American faces and rough
movements, would whistle at him and tell him how pretty he was and walk after
him, wriggling their hips and patting their hair, saying, "Doesn't it look nice? I just
had it done!" And so the girls stopped swishing their skirts at him the way you
would fan a fire to get it going, and would lean back against the wall with their
hands crossed behind them or folded over their stomachs, or, if they were lucky
enough to have belt loops on their waist bands, they would link their thumbs
through them, trying to be cool the way we had decided, through long and intense
observation, that the boys liked us to be. If we'd had pants with front pockets down
our thighs to stuff our hands into, we would have done that. It's much easier to
sneer and be unfriendly in pants with front pockets. But we all wore skirts back
then, because the dress code wasn't abolished until the next year, and so we had to
wear them, like the way the boys could wear pants made of corduroy or colored
denim but not blue jeans, and they had to keep their shirt tails tucked in. I was one
of the lucky ones who always had belt loops for my thumbs, because I would only
wear skirts that made me feel like a cowgirl, skirts that were tight around the waist
and zipped in the back and were made out of corduroy or colored denim like the
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boys' pants, or I wouldn't go to school at all, I would tell my mother, who was
blackmailed very easily. But I wouldn't use my loops or sneer or try to look unfriendly, because I liked him. And there was great fun and romance in liking
somebody no one else did. I was like a heroine in a book. I would rewrite "Wuther ing Heights' ' again and again, with Willie as Heathcliffe and myself as Catherine.
But I wouldn't forsake him like Catherine (who I had decided was a silly twit). I
would be brave and noble and stand by him.
I knew Willie was a hero type because there was another door that he could
have used to leave the cafeteria to slink upstairs to the library and fortress himself
behind books until the bell rang and he had to go to class. But he never did. He
always walked by us, staring up into the air as he passed the boys, and glancing
casually, grazingly at the girls with his lilting walk, rolling up onto toes and poising
for an instant.
The door opens and he's standing there six feet and three inches in the air, with
his hair cut close to his head, just scraping his neck in the back, his eyebrows
protruding darkly in front and shadowing his face. His hair looks darker now that
it's short, or maybe it's because he's older. He smiles and says, "Well, well, well,
look who's here," even though I called an hour ago to find out if he was having
people over. From the living room behind him come male voices, "Who is it?
Who's there?''
"How're ya <loin', Claudia? We haven't seen hide nor hair of you for quite
some time, quite some time." "Yes, well, I haven't been around." "That'll do it,
ha ha ha.'' He has a theatrical laugh, makes a big show of being amused and having
a good ole time. That's another thing that's changed about him. He used to laugh
quietly and from the belly, not the lungs. Tonight I'm noting changes, counting
them. Usually I try not to think about them. I try to buy them like I did at the
beach as a child with those ugly brown beetles, making a moving wall of my hand
and pushing the sand with it until the bug was caught in the undertow and buried
by the fine top layer we called sugar.
He ushered me past him into the entrance hall and grinned while I took off my
coat. "Can I take that for you?" he asked. "Sure," I said. He's always the
gentleman, and I'm never the lady. Around me he's always more of the gentleman,
and around him I'm always less of the lady. At first, that is, only at first.
I stuff my hands into the front pockets of my jeans, and stride over to the shiny
black couch, and sit down in the middle of it, and take my hands out of my pockets
and fold them in my lap, because when I look around the room I see only male eyes,
judging and judgmental, four pairs of them on either side of me on the vinyl couch,
and two pairs of them on the couch that's perpendicul<!r to this one, which is really
just foam rubber with the hides of animals thrown over it. All male, except for the
girl who sits in the corner of the other couch with her legs curled under her and her
arms wrapped around her, and who smiles occasionally, cautiously, and mysteriously, and who doesn't seem to talk. She has on a fuzzy pink sweater that frosts her
face with a peach-colored glow. She is all softness, Femininity in capital and curving
letters, and I can feel them counterpoising us (which I think maybe is paranoia,
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maybe is woman ' s intuition, or maybe is just the knowledge that comes from having sat around with these guys on weekend nights during high school after two in
the morning , when all the other girls had to be home, and listening to them discuss
and evaluate my friends , their lovers). So I cross my legs and touch my hair.
Willie strides in from the kitchen holding a six-pack of beer with his fingers.
"Anyone like a beer? Bard? Pete? Larry, I know you ' 11 take one. " He passes out
the beers. " Claudia? " he asks, even though I've partied with him perhaps five hundred times and never yet taken a beer. "No, thanks," I say, thinking, oh, that ' s
right, you don ' t drink beer. He says then, "Oh, that ' s right, you don ' t drink
beer,'' tugs at his pant legs and begins to lower himself into the rocking chair that
faces the couches.
" But," I say, " I wouldn ' t mind a shot of Jack if you ' ve got one."
He stoops with his knees bent, about to sit, looks up at me with blue eyes that
are iced over with white and says, " Jack? You mean Jack Daniels ? Whew , you still
drink that stuff? It sets my gut on fire. But if the Lady wants to have a talk with
Jack , I'm more than happy to oblige her , more than happy. " He straightens up .
" Would you like some Seven-Up with it or some water? "
''No, thanks. But you can throw a couple of ice cubes in it, if it ' ll make you
feel better. " I grin at him. He grins back at me. We have a grinning contest. I lose
because I feel them all wa ching me and remember Willie telling me once, when he
was very, very drunk, that when I grin I remind him of an old spinster mare that
used to wander around his neighborhood back in Tennessee. " She was real
skinny," he told me, " because nobody owned her and gave her regular meals. So
she had to beg from folks. Someone musta taught her this trick, cause whenever
she ' d see people comin ' she ' d open her mouth and start grinnin ' . She had these
long yellow teeth that were caked with grime up by the gums. And you couldn ' t
get her to stop until you gave her some grub. Ah, haa, haa. She made a right nice
livin' that way. ''
So I sit and sip the whiskey that he's poured into a short stocky gla~s, the kind
of glass I remember my grandfathers and great-uncles and dad drinking out of on
holidays as they sat in our living room tinkling ice cubes and booming words at
each other and smoking bad cigars that stung my eyes and nose and laid a grey fog
over the room. But I remember that I'd stay in there anyway , holed up under my
father ' s arm , and when I asked my one grandfather what it was he was drinking, he
said, "Fuey booze, " and they all laughed, and my other grandfather said, " Liquid
heat,'' which is what I prefer to call it now.
It occurs to me that I usually come over to Willie ' s and sit and sip enough
whiskey to remember the smells and tastes and pictures of my past, but also enough
to not remember the feelings or the thoughts.
So as I sit here tonight , sipping fuey booze and listening to Willie ' s voice rolling around the room (punctuated by the car and bus noises coming up from the
street) I wonder why I still come to see him, for though I come much less frequently, I come just the same. Maybe it is because of the time back in eighth grade when
I decided that I ought to let Willie know that there was someone in the eighth grade
that liked him, and so one afternoon when he was walking down the hall I ran up to
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him and grabbed his hand in front of everybody and said in a loud, clear, shaking
voice, '' I know you' re not a faggot, Willie Tabbs, and I don't care what anybody
says." Then, of course, John Pearlman started them all chanting, "The faggot's got
a girl friend, and she's the ugliest girl in schoo-ool,' -' which infuriated me, because I
knew very well I wasn't the ugliest girl in school. Mary Kay McKrath was. But
Willie brought my hand up to his lips and kissed it, at which point I thought I
might die, and whispered over it, "Don't let them get to you." And do I love him
more (I've never used the word "love" in connection with Willie before) because of
that time or the other time?
A few days later, when he was ambling down the corridor like he usually did,
John Pearlman taunted him like he usually did, but this time Willie whirled around,
his hair ruffling his eyes, which were focused in two different directions (the way
they do now when he gets drunk), and grabbed John Pearlman around the throat
with both hands, dragged him up on his toes and held him against the wall until
John's cream-colored face (whose beauty I had always longed to touch, but hated
with equal enthusiasm) grew red and blotchy. Then Willie said to him in a low stage
whisper, "It would make me feel real good if you wouldn't call me 'faggot'
anymore.''
And who changed then, I wonder, Willie or me?
The sounds out on the street have quieted, the blue of Willie's eyes has
blurred, and they have focused in different directions. On the floor by his cowboy
boots is a pile of the plastic rings that held the cans of beer together. I know that
soon Willie will begin to call me "Claude" and to tell faggot jokes. "Hey, Claude,"
he yells, "have you heard the one about the two fruits that pass each other on the
Golden Gate Bridge in the fog?"
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BUILDING FIRE
Greg Goggin

As modern technologies become more complex, so does the use of basic elements,
and tools within man's grasp climb to those higher levels of imagined evolution. Imagined devolution is the other side of the coin, for those of a moral bent. Those
useless monuments to ego which lay claim to much of the earth's natural resources
may be returned to the cycles of the eco-system by relatively simple means. If you
are careful in your methods, the only loss is incurred by insurance companies, if indeed they can possibly lose at anything.
Arson is as varied in its methods as the intentions of people who commit arson.
One thing is certain; whether the motive is revenge or the cover of an insurance
scam, the amount of destruction is only as complete as the torch's control in
establishing fire in the basic fabric or structure of the building.
First of all, start on yourself. Take up smoking. No, not after the fashion of
some rather inflammable Buddhist monk, but rather after the nasty habit the
Surgeon General warns you about. Though the form and substance of what you
smoke is irrelevant to job performance, clients sometimes frown at the use of controlled substances right before a job.
Take a cigarette from the pack. Second, take your windproof Zippo lighter and
light it without the use of your fingers. This is accomplished by flipping the top
back against your leg in a downward motion and bringing it back up sharply to the
same spot as to turn the wheel and strike the flint. Practice this until it becomes an
easy and rapid motion. This will enable you to succeed even after you have burned
your fingers in an obsessive moment. Lastly, you will find this works best with a
windproof Zippo, as any war hero will testify.
Allow the lighter to burn for at least thirty seconds. Should the implement
become too warm to hold, or run out of fuel, give your cigarette to the instructor
and find another choice for a profession. If you are insistent, get another lighter.
Remember, this is the most important tool of the craft.
Those who have succeeded thus far may light their cigarettes. Taste the
tobacco in your mouth, but DO NOT INHALE! Put the damn thing out. Swallow
the acrid taste and remember: smoke is your number one enemy! Not only does the
Surgeon General give good warning, but poor lungs in a backfire may well cost you
your life.
The two most important items for fire are fuel and ventilation. Liquid fuel is
best for taking quick hold, and petroleum products are favored over inflammable
chemicals ethanol. Occasionally, the fuel may be a common element of the business
(duplicating fluid in offices or photo chemicals in labs) and though they are less
likely to arouse suspicion in their place, they are generally less reliable or controllable materials. Whatever material is used, reconnoiter the place with a feel for
draft; a slight breeze on the back of the neck or arms may be enough.
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In reconning the place, pick a spot which seems a likely fire hazard. Note combustible and fire retardant factors, as it is useless to attempt igniting an asbestoscoated fire wall. Pick the spot for placing your material and try to remember its
location by other structural reference points; a mental map is the idea, as you will be
returning in the dark. However, not at any time or under any circumstances should
you map or write the location down on paper. Your memory must do if you care to
have anything worth remembering in the future.
For ideal spots, basements top the list. Aside from usually being drafty and providing some number of elements for a fire hazard, basements provide easy and inconspicuous access to a building.
Wearing dark or drab clothing which is snug and covers most of your body,
you should clock in past dusk, taking as calm a stride as possible. Take your cigarettes along, but should someone ask you for a light, tell them you don't have one.
Carry your materials in an air-tight container (such as a Thermos in a lunch bucket)
and speak to no one along the way.
Presumably your spot is already laid out. If time or circumstances do not allowyou to scout, remember that electrical panels, heaters, and grates are all prime
targets for fire, almost always appearing accidental.
The starting material is placed near one of these, say in a full wastebasket or
rubbish pile, and dowsed with fluid. A moderate amount will do.
It is then ignited (note: Zippo) and maintained by fanning until it reaches the
fabric of the building.
These last two steps sound easy enough, but are in fact quite dangerous. This is
because you must wait until the fire grows to a level which will assure complete
destruction. The client will not pay off on a near miss, and any disproportionate
amount of fuel or flame-spread rate and the arsonist is trapped.
For those who are faint of heart, or need an alibi, there is another alternative.
A taper or candle with a known burning time (usually no more than twenty
minutes) is placed in a dish of fuel, windblocked with cardboard, lit and _left to work
on its own. Personal safety is insured, as well as a lot of anticipation in awaiting the
outcome.
A tip to the novice: do not become elaborate in your methods of ignition. Fires
by themselves start quite simply,-and any complexity becomes immediately suspect
and is very dangerous to the unlearned. Much practice is required as a prelude to
the sequenced collapsing of walls, and those persons who do not heed the steps of
apprenticeship do not make the same mistake twice. Learn to hold your breath instead.
One more t~ing. Under no circumstance should the arsonist stay in the immediate area to watch the results of his craft; if he does, he may consult with the
prison psychiatrist about the problems of life on the outside.
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COMRADE JEFF
Anne M. Goodwin

"I killed a guy once," he said, fondling his air pistol, which he ' d been turning over
and over in his hand for some time.
"Oh really? " Liz tucked her knees up under her chin as she drew the army
blanket around her.
She and Jeff were propped up in the single bed shoulder to shoulder. A Nazi
movie rumbled on the television, which could only get magenta and chartreuse between commercials for used car lots.
" It was early in the war , a buddy of mine, a black guy, had been drafted. He
was being sent to ' Nam. We were waiting in the train station in Mobile to see him
off. " Jeff aimed the air pistol at the day-glo image of a processed beauty on the
screen while he rubbed her shoulder.
" His mama commenced to wailing as soon as we arrived. The train was three
hours late. Trains are always late. Joey asked his brother to take his mama home.
She was carrying on like he was gonna get himself killed. It made us depressed. She
had had a dream portending his death. '' Jeff fired the air pistol, which made a dull,
hollow thud.
"Joey looked real sharp in uniform, not that he wanted to be a soldier. But it
was awfully hard for dudes with no money to skip out. They had 2-S deferment for
college boys then, to protect the sons of the rich. But guys like us would have to
join ROTC to even get through school. We were well into a carton of Camels and
had had about eight cups of that machine oil shit they call coffee to keep warm,
when this big, ugly guy came swaggering up. He was drunk and in a nasty mood.
He didn ' t look twice at me before he lit into Joey. He told him he was a stinking
nigger , and circled around Joey pretending he was a drill sergeant or somethin'.' '
Jeff cradled the pistol in his hand.
" Joey couldn ' t do nothin ' cause he was in uniform. The fucker knew it, too.
He said, 'Niggers ain ' t good enough for the army. We should be down in Africa
cleanin ' up , not ' Nam, that piss-ant country. Jesus, killing niggers, I bet a lot of
folks would join up for that. Shoot ' em as easy as chickens running around in a
coop. See those feathers fly! ' He must've thought he was pretty damn funny , cause
he started laughing. Joey tightened his fists. He was gonna punch that guy out. He
would have been courtmartialed for punching a white boy in Mobile. '' Jeff polished
the barrel of his gun.
"I saw the train and pushed the fucker onto the tracks. No one saw except for
Joey . Everyone thought he fell cause he was drunk. Joey was later classified as Missing in Action. Mama ' s dream was right. ''
Jeff placed the pistol on the floor by the bed, which disturbed a cockroach, and
took a drag from his bottle of Hi Brau beer.
Liz stared at the TV. It was another used car ad.
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"Dear Lissa," Liz wrote as she watched each letter twist and curl from her pen.
"Was it Mark Twain who said, 'I trust your schoolin' ain't interferin' with your
education?' Jene sais pas. I haven't had a chance to read that novel you sent me,
and already it's that time when work hits you square in the face like a pile of bricks.
Workin' makes you free, or so they claim.
"You and Mike are getting along well, I trust?" She paused and placed the tip
of the pen in her mouth. ''I'd like to read some of his poetry; he sounds like quite
an interesting fellow. Jeff and I have had a bit of a falling out. We've been living
together for six months and zap! I found out he's been sleeping around. Not every
now and then, either, but with everything that has two legs and moos. The worst is,
he behaves as if I shouldn't be concerned.
"People had been laying subtle and not so subtle hints on me, but I ignored
them. I thought they were being unkind. Jeff is so misunderstood by most people.
We went to this costume party together at the Palace. It was really weird and decadent. There were people dressed as Martians or Vampires doing poppers and passing
out. Jeff quickly attached himself to this woman, Lauren Davis. She was wearing
this teeshirt which said, 'Pick me up.' l didn't think too much about it at first, but
then I noticed that Jeff kept rubbing her back. Later, when I asked for a lift back to
the apartment, Jeff said, 'I'm not coming home tonight, I'm going to a party at
Lauren's,' and he put his arm around my waist. I turned away from him and
opened my mouth to say something, but he was gone.
'' I took some downers when I got home and slept like a cat. The slightest
sound and I woke. I was still awake when the delivery trucks began to rumble down
the alley next to our building and shriek their brakes. Jeff didn't show up until the
next evening. He sauntered in at six humming to himself. I stayed in the kitchen for
about an hour banging pans in the sink.
"He crept in when my back was turned and patted my head like a pet dog.
Then he said I should go out more on my own and spend more time at the Palace.
Placing my hands on my hips, I turned to him and said, 'You mean, I shquld sleep
around more with men?' He ducked his head, forced a grin and said, 'Well, that
too.'
''The next week or so was rather tense. He stayed at work late and I spent a
lot of time at the apartment drinking whiskey straight up and shooting rubberbands
at the cats. We'd already planned this party for Saturday night, and each of us was
going to be damned if we called it off. Saturday rolled around, and who was the first
to show up but Lauren. She was wearing a halter top and tight pants so that you
could see the cleavage up front, behind, and down under. She was with her
boyfriend, but Jeff. seemed oblivious to that and kept feeding her drinks from his
private stash of Chivas Regal and stroking her thigh.
"Our apartment is fairly large, so at least I didn't have to stay in the same
room with them. Luckily, Alex, a friend of mine from school, showed up. We
started imitating the antics of some of our guests. Alex is an actor and loves to perform improvisations in front of unsuspecting passersby. I've seen him in a couple of
plays, and he's really quite convincing. We stroked each other's backs, stared deep

Stories and Prose Forms/ 1 3 3

into each other ' s eyes, and sighed loudly. As we fell into our roles, we started to
make out in earnest. I loudly suggested that we have an orgy in my bedroom.
"We left the door somewhat ajar, so people kept wandering in drunk and extremely apologetic. They always said, 'Excuse me' when they saw us grappling
around on the waterbed. Suddenly, Jeff opened the door like he was just going to
walk in; he saw us and flushed red in the face. I could see by his eyes that it cut him
to the quick. In spite of myself, after all he'd done, I felt bad that I'd hurt him. Love
is strange, kind of like a mental disease.''
And then Liz signed her name.
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THE HOOP SNAKE
Anne M. Goodwin

Mama heaved back against the stoop and took another drag from her hand-rolled
cigarette. She rested a spell. When she exhaled, the tiny silver ripples spiralled
towards the sky like the creeks up that way which wind from their pebbled depths
through those steep green hills until they disappear beneath a moss-dad rock near
the summit of some hogback. Mama's shack stood on a small rise near the bottom
of one of those lonely streams.
Mama raised corn and kept a small vegetable patch near the porch. Flat stones
gathered from the creek bottom served as a walk. Beyond her well-tended garden
stretched the cracked and crumbling mud which the creek spewed forth at flood
time. Driftwood hung impaled in the sediment.
Mama's skin resembled that summer-cured mud. Though she bathed daily, bits
of dust huddled within the lines and crevices of her face. Her hair, which she wore
pulled back, crackled like straw, and her faded blue frock, which wanted mending,
hung loosely from her stooped body.
Mama spoke so softly you had to sound each word. The undulating rhythm
and warm richness of her speech eased us into that feeling of quiet repose which is
equalled only by the effect of an afternoon spent near the banks of a lazy Southern
river.
"Some snake," she said, "are guh, like the king snake, who is long and black
an' kill t' other snakes. The gahteh snake is small an' green an' make a boy guh
fren'. The rattleh give a warnin' afore he bite. Coppehhaid's onery; he lie in wait
for his enemy in thick pile o' leaves undeh a log. Cottonmouth, now they stay in
watch, an' sometime curl up a hundred thick in a pond. In the spring afteh sleepin'
all winteh long, snakes have they mos' powerful sting like the hoop snake. I ain't
neveh met one myself, but my pappy Willy hah.
"Willy stay with his mama and papa, twelve brothers an' sisters, and two grannies in a cabin up the holler. His pappy work twelve hours a day in the mine. He
would leave home everuhday afore it was light an' would return afteh sunset. When
he stepped in the door afteh bein' in the mine all day, he would be blackened from
head to toe with coal dust thickeh than tah. Willy's mama would always make him
take off his boots on the porch. Since Willy an' his brothers an' sisters didn't have
no shoes, they always like to watch they pappy remove his in the evenin'.'' Mama
shooed away a horsefly and took another draw from her cigarette.
"Misteh Ogle owns the mine where Willy's pappy work. Misteh Ogle own just
about everuhthin' in the town. He own the boardin' house, he own the stoh, he
own the mill, an' he own the funerah parloh. The only thin' Misteh Ogle di'nah
own was the folks buried up t' the ceinytery. Though he done try to buy they souls,
Lor' knows.
'' Willy was the youngest chile. His mama fuss oveh him more than any of
t' others. She say tha' boy have th' mark of God, 'cause he hah curly yelleh hair
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tha' circle roun' his face like a halo. Everuhday Willy an' his sisters would go fetch
firewood. They like to make a game of it. When Willy was no more than five years
ol', he wandeh away from his sisters, who was busy playin' may hide. He climb to
the top of that hogback yonder." Mama swung her arms as if she were freeing
herself from a rhododendron branch and pointed to the highest ridge in sight.
"The sky grew dark an' commence to rain. Willy ran to the hidin' cave his
brother Josh hah show him. There was just enough room for Willy to crouch undeh
the ledge. Pink sand lined the floor of th' cave. As the rain fell, wateh trickle from
th' roof, so that little Willy soon found hisself trap behin' a watehfall.
"'What yore mama call you?' ask a turquoise blue snake tha' come rustlin'
along toward Willy from deep inside the cave. Willy didn't know whether to be
afraid or not. He ain't never seen such a pretty snake. His blue scales seem to give a
golden glow like angel wings. The snake offer Willy a wide smile, showin' off all his
clean, well-polished fangs.
"'My friend call me Hoop,' whisper the snake all friendly like.
"'Tha's sure a funny name,' say Willy.
"'Not so funny as yours, Willy.'
"'How come you know my name?' Willy ask, furrowin' his brow.
"'My pappy know your pappy.' They turn to stare at the leaves which hah
closed aroun' th' cave an' rippled an' crackled as each drop o' wateh fell on they
yearnin' backs.
'' 'How long you reckon it'll rain?' Willy ask.
'''Long enough for everuhthin' to get wet.' The snake spun aroun' in the sand
like all snake do when they tell a good joke.
"'I saw the bottom flood all the way t' our porch one time,' Willy say.
"'If'n you done seen it mus' be true. What you say, if afteh the rain we see
who can run th' fasteh?' say the snake, pullin' hisself up. 'I give you this pretty
gol' stone if you can beat me to tha' pine tree oveh yonder.' The pine tree was so
tall Willy could not see the top.
"' I got strong legs an' you ain't got none,' say Willy, 'but if I lose, I give you
some of my pappy' s sorghum.'
"When the rain stop, they crawl outside the cave, an' Willy see the snake look
even shinier in the sunlight like the gol' coins he heard jingle in Misteh Ogle's
pockets. They count from one to ten an' ran as they could. Willy easily won the
race, an' Hoop Snake keep his promise.
"' I sure think I' 11 win tomorruh,' say the snake, 'if' n you race again.'
"Willy wait so long for Hoop Snake the next day his belly began to growl like
a wooly bear. Just when he was fixin' to leave, Hoop Snake rustled up thah hill. He
smile as wide as can be an' say,
"'I give you ten gol' pieces if'n you beat me to that rock shape like a crow's
head there on thah hill.'
'"Tha' sounds fair,' say Willy, 'if'n I lose, I give you ten bushels o' my
pappy's corn.'
"This time Willy won even more easily than before. Once again Hoop Snake
keep his side o' the promise.
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"'I neveh met anyone so fast as you, Willy,' say the snake, 'I sure would like
one more chance.'
"Willy say he come again the next day. Hoop Snake was waitin' for him when
he climb the hill.
"'I give you hundred gol' pieces if'n you beat me to the bottom o' the hill,'
say Hoop Snake, smilin' like a buzzard.
"' I bet my pappy' s mule,' say Willy as he pull hisself up tall like his pappy.
"'Whah would I want with a mule?' ask the snake.
"'They ain't nothin' else,' say Willy.
'''Do you know how to work?'
'' 'I reckon so.'
' ' 'Then bet me your life's toil.'
"Willy felt sure he would win. Afteh countin' to ten, Willy took off down the
hill as fast as he could go. Hoop Snake was fah behin'. Willy could see his pappy's
mule by the barn. Suddenly somethin' roll by. It roll fasteh an' fasteh down the hill.
The snake hah roll hisself like a ball by bi tin' the end o' his own tail.
"'I hah won,' say Hoop Snake when Willy reach the bottom, 'an' now you
must keep your promise. You shall come work for me at my mine. Everuhday you
will return afteh dark black with coaldust, just as your pappy hah done an' his
pappy afore that. An' one day they will be no coal, an' you will be sick an' your
childrens will go hongry. While I be sunnin' myself on the sands o' the Gulf, an'
my children's bellies will droop to the ground. An' you'll hate me, for it will be too
late.'''
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MISS MAG'S STORY
Charlene Allen

Every evening Miss Mag would come by to watch television with us. Now, Miss
Mag was a charming little old lady. She walked on a cane, standing a couple of
inches higher than it. No one knew what she needed it for; she could move faster
than anyone. Her blue-silver hair was parted down the middle with two balls-on
each side of her head. Her chestnut brown skin was wrinkled to the point that it
looked like it was dripping from the bones; her thin lips were black from years of
tobacco chewing and snuff dipping. Often there was brown, dried snuff around
them. She had no teeth and her mouth was sunken in an 0. She carried with her an
old Folgers coffee can and a rag. The coffee can was used to spit in and the rag to
wipe her mouth; she usually forgot to use the rag. She wore faded old print dresses
with high round collars and thick, dusty, brown stockings, which were always
wrinkled at the ankles, and shoes she called old folks' comforters.
Miss Mag was very dear to me, and to my brother June. She always brought
goodies with her (cookies, candy, fruit, a gift of some kind). Mother didn't care for
her, said she talked too much nonsense. She would tell us a lot of ghost stories and
we couldn't sleep, or we would have nightmares. But mother never stopped her
from coming over; she didn't want to hurt her feelings. Truth is, mother enjoyed
Miss Mag just as much as we did, though she would be annoyed at the stories she
told.
Although mother claimed to dislike Miss Mag, she had a rocking chair just for
her. Miss Mag would sit in the middle of the living room floor, in front of the
television, with her snuff can rocking back and forth, telling all the stories on TV
and even making up a few. And such a story-teller she was, we usually turned off
the television and sat and listened. I would jump as she lifted me onto h~r lap, and
mother would holler, "Child, don't jump on poor Miss Mag like that." I'd curl up
in her lap and bury my head underneath her old sagging breasts, and June would sit
on the floor, close to the rocker. She rocked me, singing and telling tales of a time
long ago, every now and then leaning over to deposit her mouthful of snuff in the
can, making deep gurgling sounds in her throat. "Y'all ready for a story,
chilluns?" "Yes, ma'am," we would echo. Her favorite tales were of the supernatural. She swore she knew some witches.
"When I was no moor dan knee-high to a duck, and my family were sharecroppers on de ole Tl.lrners place, dere were 'bout four-five other families on de place. I
members dis one family, caze de mama, Black Sadie, had some magical powers. Ole
Sadie was black as night, wid no stars or moon in hit. She was a big, strong woman
never bother nobody. Sadie an dem chilluns kept to deyselfs. She had 'bout tentwelve chilluns runnin' roun' de place.
"One day, ole man Turn er come roun' to see how de crops was fair in'. Scarce1y been dere a hour, 'fore Black Sadie comes in from de fields, plum wo ' out from
workin' from dawn to dust. Her and half dem young'uns worked fo' seventy-five
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cents a day. I be dawg if dat man was after no good.
"'Sadie,' he say, 'I hears yez got five-siz bastud runnin ' roun ' here, an ' yez
t
'
ain got no man. Now , Sadie, I hopes yez ain't been keepin ' no niggers roun ' my
place, caze dis here is a decent ' spectful farm I'se runnin ' . What yez gon' say fo '
yo ' self?' Ole Sadie don ' t say nothin ', jes ' carries her young ' uns on in de shack. Dis
jes ' burns old Turner up. He busts into Sadie ' s house all wild lack. Old Sadie stands
her ground, caze she weren ' t ' £raid of nothin ' .
"'I figgers dat what I does, Mr. Turner, ain't nobody bizness 'cep' mines. An '
I takes heap good care of my young ' uns; us work hard ' nough fo ' yez. Us doesn ' t
take nothin ' dat ain ' t rightful ours; I ' specks you bes ' be gittin ' back to town, an '
leaves us po ' niggers be." Ole man Turner was fit to be tied, ain ' t ever had no nigger talk ' gainst ' im. He takes a-holt to three o' dem older chilluns o' Sadie, an'
hires dem out to ' nother farm .
"Ole Sadie don't say nothin ' to ' im. Folks say <lat when yez mess wid a hen ' s
chicks an' she don't cackle, hit ain ' t fittin ', an ' sump ' n bad is bound to happen to
you. Sadie pret near griefs herself to death. Den she gits to fixin ' some dem teas,
frogs , lizards, an ' de likes o' dat. I knowed she had conjured up sump ' n, said she
gonna 'who do ' old man Turner. Say all o' his three chilluns gonna die a terrible
death ' fore ' de nex ' full moon.
''An ' sho nuf, chile, dey dies. De oldest one was workin' in de fields, plowin '
he was. Some kinds way he slips under de blade o' his plow an ' he was plowed to
death. Dey say his body was rip to smithereens. Dey says bit 'n' pieces o' bones an'
flesh was all ovah dat field, like dirt, ·was not ' nough o ' him left to be bur' d. To dis
very day, when hit comes a rain, dat field is cherry red wid de blood o' <lat boy.
"Now, ole man Turner didn ' t hear tell o' de cuss dat was put on him yet. He
figgered hit was sump ' bad chances. No mo ' clan two days later, old man Turner ' s
second chile was swimmin' in de river. Everybody knowed <lat boy was as good a
swimmer as a fish. He was losted fo ' days. When dey finds him , he was drowned
an ' parts o' his body had been ate away. I seen dis wid my own eyes, hit was de
mos ' awful thang I ever seed. Sump ' n had ate de top o' his haid , his ears, an ' his
mouf; his belly was plum ate up. An ' all his blood was drain plum out o' him . De
teeth o' what done hit was ' bout an inch long, le£' deep holes in de boy 's body--he
was buck-nek-kid--an' his eyes bugged out, lack what ever hit was scared him to
death. Nobody could figger what done hit. Sho ' wasn ' t nothin ' human. Folks been
swimmin' in <lat river ' fore de day o' slaves, an ' dey swims in hit today.
"Ole man Turner pret ' nigh had a heart ' tack. Dat was his favorite chile. De
boy even favored him. He knowed sump ' n bad was upon him , he knowed he was
bein ' punished fo ' his bad, when two o' his chilluns dies days apart. He knowed,
too, <lat bad comes in threes, so he goes round to de ole healers, axin ' ' em to get rid
o ' what ever hit was <lat was cussin ' him . All o' us colored folks knowed <lat Black
Sadie had put de cuss on him. Nary a one o' us was gonna tell, caze us was ' £raid o'
Black Sadie ' s powers. Plus nobody cared fo ' ole man Turner no how.
''He was a mean, low down varmint, owned mos ' o' de land in de country. He
would steal from an ' cheat us po ' coloreds. Niggers in dem days was ' £raid to talk
up to a white man. Folks figgered he was gittin ' jes' what he need. First time I ever
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'member colored folks stickin' 'gether to keep sump'n from de whites.
"Zackly seven days after dem boys passed, <lat baby boy o' Turner was a
playin ' in de pasture by de barn. L' il feller start a messin' wid one o' dem l' il pigs
in de barnyard. He didn't see <lat ole sow comin' after him like lightnin'. Oat ole
sow mawed de baby to death, ate up his th' oat, an' his haid hung off his body lack
one o ' dem hogs <lat jes ' had hits th'oat cut open. Folks said hit was strange caze
animals don ' t normally 'tack l' il chilluns. I seed dem when dey brung his body from
de pasture. Caze me an' broher was gonter milk de cows fo' ole man Turner. Us
was near ' bout de barn when us seed men bring sump ' n wrapped up in a bloody
sheet. Dey laid de body on de dirt road jes' outside de fence to de barnyard. Oat was
when I seed de body. He wasn't no mo' clan three year old.
' ' Old man Turner was up town when hit happen, an ' when he heard o' hit, he
suffered a heart ' tack , died less clan a hour later. Ole man an ' Missus Turner had
dem chilluns when dey was up in age; hit was mo' clan dey could bear , losin ' all
three of dem chilluns inside a month o' each other.
" De ole man an ' de baby was bur ' d de same day. Missus Turner was sent
down to Whitfield crazy house, plum lose her mind.
" Us po ' colored folks what worked de place gots to keep our l' il land to work
fo ' ourselfs. Black Sadie got her chilluns back, an ' de white folks never knowed hit
was her dat done hit. White folks say Turner was crazy , claimin ' he was cussed an '
all.
" Y ez sees, chilluns, hit don ' t pay to be mean to folks caze dey ' s a differ color
less fort ' nate clan you ."
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CECIL'S CHILDHOOD
Ronald Booze

Cecil's back pressed hard into his mother's flesh. His head felt her heart rat-a-tatting
through the quilted housecoat, though her voice remained calm and even.
"Please, Bern, just put the knife down. We can talk; can't y'see y'got the boy
scared t' death. Now please just put the ... "
"Shut up."
He swung the knife in a vicious arc toward the mother and son, breezing his
old sweat/white port/cheesy piss smell up Cecil's nose. It made the boy wince, but
his eyes stayed glued to the dull blade in his father's right hand. Rita was backing
away from the man with the delirious violence in his face. She backed slow and
steady, squeezing Cecil to her like a breastplate, her arms crossing over his chest, his
arms behind him around her waist. He felt for a moment as if he was her protector.
He watched the man wavering on his feet.
"Wheahs the m' tha f' ka? Ahma kill um. Ahma kill um." Bern's eyes were rolling in his head, not looking at his ex-wife or son.
''Nobody else is here, Bern. Please sit down; put the knife down.''
Cecil knew his mother was lying and telling the truth.
The other man was not there, but his children were. Or one of them. Kurt was
in the room they shared. He couldn't have stayed asleep while Bern was shouting
and swearing through the house, kicking over furniture. But he stayed in the room,
silent. Cecil tried to push his mother toward the door of their room. "Their" room.
Sharing somebody else's room in somebody else's house. Sharing his father, too.
Well now, Kurt could share Cecil's father. He backed his mother into the door
hard, making a loud bump sound. Bern was standing still now, weaving on his
rooted feet, looking confused, evil. Cecil watched him hard, pushing bis mother
against the door and turning the knob. The door wouldn't yield, and he knew that
Kurt had slid the bunkbed just past the doorjamb so that it would block the door.
"Kurt!" It was a half whisper, half shout. He didn't want to startle his father
from the DT trance he was in; but he wanted Kurt to hear him. He watched the
hard face with the green glass eyes and a couple days' stubble. Bern was mumbling
now, this time denying something to the white men who always came to harrass
him during Delirium Tremens.
"Naw. Tha's my boy! Ah'm not gon' cut my boy. Now, I did ever'thing you
said so far. Don't make me cut my boy .... " He was pleading, sad eyed. Cecil had
never seen him sad-eyed. He couldn't see his father with those eyes. That man was
somebody else.
There had been a time not a real long time ago when Cecil would be on the back
porch of his own house in Jackson, wrestling with Geronimo, smelling his dog
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breath, while Mama made cornbread in the kitchen. Geronimo would stop tussling,
his mutt ' s ears peaked at some sound that nobody else heard, then the front screen
door slammed. Geronimo was first to move, galloping, tongue out, through the kitchen, through the front room to the hallway. He ' d leap up on the sparkle-eyed
fireplug man , who slapped the dog's jowls from side to side, bringing out a RRR
ROOF ROOF and frantic panting. The dog would still be trying to climb his
master ' s back while Bern waddled bowlegged to the kitchen, shouting, "Where ' s
that bighead boy? " and grinning that grin with the mouth full of Roebucker's that
sat in the bathroom glass at night. Cecil bounded off the back porch, and the two
sets of green eyes electrified the kitchen as Bern picked him up and put him under
his arm , holding him at the waist. Cecil would shoot his arms straight forward , as if
in flight like Superman, and the two of them would be off the porch and into the
yard, headed for the coop or the garden or the chinaman ' s store for a nickle pack of
Day ' s Work. They sat on the front step of the store, and Cecil watched his father
bite just the corner off the sicky-sweet smelling block, chewing it and offering him
some. Then Cecil grinned, and Bern grinned back, rubbing the boy's head like he
wanted to take the hair right off.
Neither could grin now. Cecil could feel that his mother ' s heart had slowed. She unwrapped her arms from him , and eased sideways from behind him, her eyes locked
on the delirious figure , mumbling, near tears, to an empty chair. She crept to the
kitchen and picked up up the phone. Cecil moved toward his father.
" Whatchoodoin? " Bern started, spinning round, staring right at Cecil. His
bloodshot eyes narrowed to slits, and his grip tightened on the knife.
"They was right. You try ' n t'kill me too, aintcha? Boy, ah ' ll skin yo ' black
ass! " He lunged at him with the knife. Cecil jumped back, banging against the door,
and Bern fell face down on the floor, his forehead bouncing off the hardwood. His
smell wafted up to Cecil again, this time a more piss/ammonia smell. He shivered
and wrapped his arms around himself. His pajama top was cut at the arm and sticking to him. He was cut, too.
Rita came back into the dining room , stopping at the side of the moaning figure
on the floor . The knife rested at Cecil's feet, and she picked it up , thumbing the
lock at its base and closing the blade into the handle. She stared at Bern, and Cecil
noticed her just barely moving her head from side to side. Her face looked sadder
than his. She dropped the knife into the pocket of her robe.
"I called Uncle Thad. He ' ll be here in a little while. You ' n Kurt gon ' stay over
there t ' nite, ' n ' Diane ' ll bring y'home t'morrow. " She bent to look at his arm.
There was the sound of something scraping the floor in Cecil and Kurt ' s room, and
the door opened. Kurt peeked out, then saw the man on the floor. His eyes
widened. Cecil tore himself from his mother and burst through the door, knocking
Kurt on the floor. He climbed on him, and beat the bigger boy' s arms-across-hisface defense, the blood from his cut arm splattered the checkerboard tiles . He beat
on him till Rita pulled him up. He was crying and sweating and bleeding and straining against his mother ' s restraint, and Kurt stared up at him from the floor , afraid
to get up.
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Thad straddled his brother's back like Gulliver over a river, and slipped his arms
under Bern's armpits, locking his hands together under the fallen man's chest,
grunting as he lifted him onto the couch.
"UNNNGH!" He dumped the body onto the black vinyl sleeper, and the
cushions sighed under the weight. Bern's legs hung half off the couch, and Thad
pushed them up and sat down at the end of the couch, the one-black-one-blue socked
feet reeking behind him. The sound of his brother's irregular nasal wheeze contrasted with the faint sobbing coming from the kitchen. Cecil was in the bathroom
running water for something, and Kurt was just sitting there at the dining room
table, staring at the strange man who had come from so far away to tear up his
father's house, who was somehow related to Uncle Thad and Rita. Kurt wasn't
sure, but from the way Uncle Thad was sitting there, all slumped down into himself
at the end of the couch, he seemed to act as if all this stuff was his own fault, and he
hadn't even been around.
Bern's wheeze became a loud snore as he went from stupor to sleep. The water
stopped running, and Cecil came Gut of the bathroom with a piece of gauze taped
clumsily to his arm, near the shoulder. Kurt looked at the sloppy first-aid job and
rose from the table, reaching for Cecil's arm as the younger boy passed him. Cecil
snatched his arm away, and the movement made him wince.
"Gitawayfromme," he snarled, and Kurt felt like he'd been spit on. He stood
looking at the little stranger who was shivering between his uncle's knees. He
remembered the time Cecil had reached up and poked the underside of the top bunk
in the middle of the night, waking Kurt up to ask him,
' 'Is Uncle Thad your real Uncle?' '
"I don't know .. .I guess so."
"Is he Diane's real Uncle?"
"She says he isn't, that he's just a good friend of Daddy's."
"Why do y'all call him Uncle then?"
"Cause he always used to bring us stuff when he came over, and sometimes he
took us to Riverview.''
''What's Riverview?''
"It's a big park with rides and rollercoasters."
''What's a rolliecoaster?''
''Not rollie, rooolll--ercoaster.''
"Yeah, what is it?"
"It's-ummmmmm-it's like a train that runs on tracks that go up and down
and around, and it yanks you around and makes you scared, and some people throw
up, especially on the Bobs.''
''Do they go to Memphis?''

''What?''
"Do the Bobs go to Memphis? The train in Jackson goes to Memphis ... "
''It's not that kind of train. It doesn't go anywhere.''
''That's dumb. What else is Riverview?''

"It's a lot of stuff. Mayble Uncle Thad'll take us again this summer, and you
can see for yourself. Hey, hey, whatchadoin' ?" Kurt felt his mattress being poked
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from below, and he was bouncing around, almost falling from the creaking bunk.
"Ah'm th' Bobs," Cecil laughed, "Ah'm givin' you a rolliecoaster ride!"
Uncle Thad was inspecting the bandage on Cecil's arm. He pulled off the tape
and peeled back the gauze, and his small mouth formed a little '' o,'' and his brow
furrowed under his shiny bald top. Kurt wondered what he saw.
"Come with me, young man, we' 11 see if we can patch you properly." Thaddeus stood, pushing Cecil ahead of him toward the bathroom, and Kurt was surprised to see that the man was only a foot or so taller than his nine-year old nephew.
Uncle Thad had always seemed man-sized to him, even standing next to Kurt's
father, a six-foot ''giant.'' As the two Maxwells passed him, Kurt was aware of a
sense of his not belonging there, as if he were spying on somebody or something.
He sat at the table till they had gone into the bathroom, and at the sound of the
door latch catching, he got up, and went into his room to get his things ready to go
to Uncle Thad's. He closed the door on the sound of Rita's sniffling spasms coming
from the kitchen.
Coming to Chicago had been a big mistake, Rita thought. Shoulda stayed in Jackson
and just rode out the storm. But Bern had changed in so many scary ways, and she
wanted to get as far away from him as she could. She didn't have family anywhere
else; her sisters in Jackson were no help at all, telling her she was a fool to marry
that "field nigger" anyway.
"Girl, y'oughta getcha a man from State, y'had a job right theah at th'
University. Coulda had a college man." Yeah, she thought, like you all? Plenty of
"Yeah, baby" and still no husbands. At least Bern was hard-working (managed the
hardware store downtown. "Best man I ever had, colored or white," Mr. Kelsoe
said), even if he wasn't a "college man." And when she was big and back-bent with
Cecil, he was the most loving, attention-giving man on God's earth. And when
Cecil was born .. .well, she never would have thought she'd be taking him away from
his father before he was eight. If only he had just kept at the job. She diqn' t want
fancy things or any of that stuff that her sisters talked about all the time. Bern
didn't have to steal, not for her anyway. She had told him and told him, begged him
to stop. But she knew he wasn't doing it just for her when he started bragging to
his friends about it, and then started lending out the stolen hammer and the stolen
saw and all the other stolen things that hung on the back porch wall. And when
Mr. Kelsoe fired him, Bern acted like the man was in the wrong.
''Y'know what that peckawood bastuhd said t'me, Reet? Said, 'damn dahkies
got t'steal'! Said it low, like he was talkin' t'hisself, but I ain't a deaf man, Reet.
Said it while he gimme m'last pay pack, like .... " Bern had got up out of his chair
and blew out the front door like a cyclone, leaving Rita shirt-in-hand and needle-inair above it.
The silence then was like the silence now.
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THELAND
John F. Howe

The Viet Cong are magical. They can see in darkness. At night you can watch them
moving around in the bush. They are shadowy clumps crawling across the jungle
floor, coming at you, creeping hunched over, bending low and floating in the dark
haze of vegetation. Sometimes you can hear them, mostly not, and when you do
they sound like owls and wind and falling rock.
If you take a grenade and pull the pin and hold the spoon tight in your palm,
you can track them with your eyes and roll the grenade at them where you think
they will be. But you must hold your breath and be very still, waiting with the
grenade held tight against your chest. And you must throw it before your heart
starts beating too loudly, because he can hear this and the throbbing of the ground
around you and then he will disappear. It is always better to throw a grenade than it
is to use your rifle, because when you shoot you always miss, and he knows that it
was you that fired at him. He laughs and watches you for the rest of the night, and
in the morning, when you are walking in column across the rice paddies, he singles
you out and shoots you in the back of the head when you are dreaming of home.
There will be a flash of blue light across your eyes, and your head will feel like all
the times you fell and smacked it when you were young and falling from trees and
learning to ride bicycles. You wiil feel the momentary pressure and see the flash and
then your head will explode. But these things do not really matter because they are
not lasting. What is lasting is that you feel foolish. It is the last thing that you will
feel. I have seen the faces of guys that have fired at the shadows during the night,
and in the morning, when we are humping and that firecracker pop echoes from the
treeline where we spent the night before, they are lying in paddy muck where water
buffalo and little yellow people have emptied their bowels and they look foolish. Face
down, spreadeagled in dirty shit, shallow-water foolish. And when you roll them
over their face is a mass of oozing gray and red strips of meat and they have emptied their bladder and bowels into the paddy too. It is not really a face any longer,
but it's foolish looking just the sanie ... very foolish and very much forever.
The Viet Cong are mystical. They turn to smoke and float over mountains.
You kill them and they disappear. They crawl through rows of concertina and razor
wire without making as much as a whisper. They can see everything and they know
everything, even days before the rumors get to us. Where they know you will be going, they plant things in the ground along the trail that explode in loud orange and
black CRACKS when you step on them, or things that go pop, real soft and fizzing
like, when you trip on the wires that they string across the narrow foot paths. All of
these things take your legs off, or your balls, or your hands, or other things that
you need. The bigger ones are not so mean and degrading. They don't spare you
anything, they just make you disappear.

The VC can swim for miles under water, and in the current look like floating
reeds or patches of weed. They are haze in the morning, and distant rippling heat
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waves across a flat paddy in the afternoon. At night they are shadows that turn into
bushes at first light. Sexton says that they can do these things because they are the
land. It is a philosophy, he says. They and the land are one and the same, and I nod
because now I have an understanding and I nod again because I don ' t want to know
anymore.
Once, on a sultry afternoon hump across the valley, we spotted four VC crossing an open expanse of brown checkerboard paddies. They were about seven hundred meters away and nearing a treeline at the far end of the basin. We waited for
the lieutenant to make contact with Battalion and Sexton passed the binoculars
along the crouching column. I had never seen a VC before. I leaned across the dike,
resting the glasses on top of the packed earth. The heat rises in wavering chorus
lines in the distance. They are walking in column, rifles slung casually across the
sweat-stained backs of their tan khaki uniforms, and moving crisply. The one at the
rear of the column turns, looking back across the flat, and I lower my eyes from the
glasses, thinking he can see me.
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IMPALED MAN

John F. Howe

We come down from the mountain, single-file, ten yards apart, under a triple
canopy of thick rain forest that blocked out the light of the sun. Underfoot the soft
earth is damp and covered with moss. You have to keep one arm free to push away
the giant hanging cobwebs and hordes of insects sent into frantic swarms by the
swinging machete of the point man cutting away at the tangle of vines looping down
from the tiers of vegetation above. There is no breeze. Everything hangs limply and
smells like an old basement foot locker.
We trudge along and birds take up screeching in panicked flight , their calls
echoing hollowly in the listless half-black emptiness. Rock monkeys chatter and roll
small boulders down on our procession from the dark elevations of the ridgeline to
our left. The air is heavy. You suck in at the vacuum around you through clenched
teeth to keep the clouds of insects from being pulled into your mouth.
Sexton holds the platoon up and checks his compass. He motions to the point
man at the head of the column to swing off to the right. We move away from the
incline of the ridge and soon lose the rock monkeys, who follow cackling behind us
for a while but gradually lose interest and return to their caves.
Ahead , the canopy of vegetation begins to thin out, and streams of dusty
sunbeams angle through the black overhead. A few hundred meters later we come
out of dense bush and there is a horse-shoe clearing facing a steep granite ledge that
falls away into a large open sea of swaying elephant grass. Across the valley of grass
there is another range of looming purple mountains. A halo of mist circles the peaks
of the two largest mountains, and thin wisps of clouds drift across the valley. The
clouds are almost level with my gaze, and where the sunlight strikes the sides of the
dark mountains, I can see the shadows of the clouds passing against them. A rush of
cool air comes down the valley, chilling my sweat-soaked shirt, and I shiver.
From the ledge the village below looked deserted. Two wisps of blue smoke ribbon up from the center of the hootches. On the side of the ville facing us there is a
semi-circle of dark objects stuck ih the ground. It is difficult to make out just what
the forms are, but gazing down from the ledge, they appear to be something of a
religious significance. There is no movement in the ville. No livestock. No people.
Nothing ... .It is deathly quiet and , except for the wind coming down the valley rustling the jungle on the sides of the mountains, all that is heard are the deep cries of
the buzzards circling over the village.
At the base of the ledge we come into the valley of chest-high elephant grass.
You cannot see to either side of you once inside of it, just straight ahead, following
the man in front of you through the path cut by the point man's machete. Every
once in a while Sexton raises his arm for us to halt and climbs up on the point
man's shoulders to get a correct heading to the village. We change directions

several times but I feel relatively safe from the ambush, because in the high grass
you cannot see a man walking three or four feet next to you and the 'gooks ' can
never tell our position.
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I plough ahead, swinging the butt of my '16 against the stomach of the grass,
and suddenly I am in the clearing that faces the village that we had seen from the
ledge. I crouch and look across the one hundred or so meters of open space to the
brown, dried-grass hootches. There is a thin breeze now, and I can smell wet burning wood. A dog barks but I cannot see him. Sexton calls the radio man over and
clicks the handset three times. After a few minutes I see the tops of the grass waver
on the right side of the clearing and then the rest of the platoon emerges silently
from the tall swaying grass. The radio crackles and Sexton whispers into the
mouthpiece. He waves and we move out across the open space of the clearing
toward a graveyard just at the edge of the ville. There is a faded pink pagoda
centered in the middle of the cemetery. The rest of the markers are lopsided slate
slabs sunk in the wet earth at unnatural angles.
I move off to the right of the pagoda and Sexton waves for us to stop. We lay
chilly and take up positions behind the grave markers. I check again to make sure
that the safety is off my M -16, and chamber another round to clean the action of
the bolt. I push my helmet back and stare at the gravestone. It is faded and weatherbeaten. The etching reads:
THAM NGUYEN LINH
PARTISAN

3/6 R.I.C.
MORT POUR LA FRANCE

20-6-50
When I look down the line of headstones Sexton is peering intently at a spot to
the left of the ville where the half-circle of religious forms had been seen earlier
from the mountain ledge. I peek around the stone and past the edge of the
foreground hootch, squinting into the sunlight at the forms visible now in the clearing.
In the open clearing an old man hangs, naked and impaled, on an implanted
mahogany stake. The pointed end of the stake is thrust up his arms and protrudes
from a bluish gash at his breastbone. His head hangs stiffly forward , open eyes staring blankly downward at the last thing he ever saw. The body is turning black and
bloated, oozing fluid from the sun-baked cracks across his stretched stomach wall, at
which clouds of flies swarm. The barking dog that I had heard earlier is snapping at
the old man ' s legs hanging down bent and just touching the earth at the base of the
stake. When the dog snaps he pulls strings of purple tendons from the calf of the leg
along with hunks of raw dark meat. The old man ' s white beard sticks straight out
like it is starched, and each time the dog leaps, tearing away his flesh , the beard
jerks. His testicles hang shriveled and black, and the flies setting on them scatter at
each of the dog ' s thrusts. The cur continues to tear away at the old man , viciously
shaking his head , possessed with each new hunk of flesh , and tossing the decaying
meat to the side. When the dog lunges for the old man ' s testicles, Sexton leans his
rifle across the nose of a gargoyle on the roof of the pagoda and fires one quick shot,
shattering the stillness. The dog jerks mid-air in his final lunge and lands convulsing

148/Stories and Prose Forms

on the ground at the man's feet. After a while he becomes silent and is engulfed by
a dark cloud of flies.
The radio set clicks and Sexton explains the shot that was fired. The lieutenant
orders our squad to sweep through the ville from the east toward the rest of the platoon that will act as a blocking force for any VC flushed out from the ville. We walk
through the hootches, kicking at scattered pieces of wicker and pottery. Marbley
urinates on one of the two fires, and when we come out on the other side we are
just to the right of the old man and in the middle of the circle of mahogany stakes.
Next to the old man are four more pointed poles and on each of them a body impaled and hanging forward. Beside the man is a woman still wearing her conical hat.
She is about the same age as the man, but fully clothed, and her arms are untied and
hanging stiff along her sides. Her betel-stained teeth hang open in a slack grin as
much as to say, "Fuck it." The woman next to her is younger but not very much
less wrinkled. The pointed stake has been thrust up her vagina and exits through
her back just below the neck where the pole tears away at the rotting flesh from the
weight of the straining body. The two other bodies are children and they have been
decapitated. The frail forms hang from the poles, bloated out of proportion, the thin
blue hands bound behind them with wetted strands of Manilla rope. The blackened
heads of the children are stuck on the pole of the younger woman just below her
crotch. Rolled up in the mouth of one of the heads is a Xeroxed photo of a smiling
John and Robert Kennedy. Below the photo is scrawled: 'SUCH IS THE DESTINY
OF ALL IMPERIALIST FAMILIES.'
We set up in a perimeter around the village and dig in for the night. The lieutenant passes word for no fires. Marbley huddles in our hole and shovels down a can
of greasy ham and lima beans. I can't eat, and give him my beans and franks but
save the can of peaches for myself. The stench of the rotting bodies on the poles in
front of the lines hangs heavy like a wet blanket over us, and I have to choke back
the vomit that threatens to erupt several times during the night. The sweet-sick
smell is everywhere, and it takes me half of Marbley' s watch to fall asleep ..When I
finally managed to doze, all I could see was the face of the old man and the bulging
eyes of the decapitated heads, and I awoke well before my watch. I crouched in the
hole, blinking at the unusual brightness of the three-quarter moon. Marbley is leaning forward against the edge of the hole. His rifle lies on the fresh-turned earth in
front of him next to the five grenades he has positioned, pins bent and pulled half
out of the retaining holes. I rustle under the dew-moist poncho, and he turns back
toward me holding the opened, half-eaten can of beans and franks, snickering and
motioning me forward with a flick of his grease-glistening plastic C-ration spoon. I
throw the poncho off and peer over the edge of the hole. There in the moonlight
stands Sexton next to one of the impaled forms, tugging away with his needle-nose
pliers at the old man's gold teeth. We watch him in the eerie half glow, Marbley
spooning off the remainder of the beans and tossing the can behind us. Sexton pulls
and wrestles with the old man's mouth, cursing silently in the quiet of the twin
shadows. After each extraction he holds the tooth up to the moon glow for inspection, and either discards it with a flick of the pliers or places it gingerly into the first
aid pouch hanging at the rear of his cartridge belt. When he is satisfied that all the
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wealth has been taken from the old man's mouth, he crouches and runs back to our
lines. When he passes our hole he sees that we have been watching him and sneers,
"Mind yer own fuckin' bizness." I couldn't sleep for the rest of the night, so I took
both our watches and Marbley was more than happy to agree. Toward morning I
nodded out a few times, and just after first light we pulled the stakes down and
buried the bodies. We burned the village and went back up into the mountains. I
was real tired all that day.
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THE LEATHER TRUNK
Gary Kaupie

One morning it showed up on my
doorstep. It belonged to my brother
who had died absentmindedly in the war.
Why did they send it here?
Has it come looking for the body?
I locked it up in the garage,
vowing never to open it.
In the night I woke up with the trunk
snoring by my side.
Wasn't that unusual for a trunk?
Was this perhaps my brother's final joke?
I opened the trunk and climbed inside.
The monkeys kept bringing me more
bananas. They treated me like their
god, fighting with each other to see who
would pick the lice off my back. I sat down
in the trunk.
In the Alps I entered the mine
with the others to dig for the gold gears
that make fine Swiss watches.
I was always afraid of water. I almost
drowned as a child.
The rain drops were shooting at me
as I cowered under an umbrella
during Oregon in the rain.
The trunk swallowed me up.
I would not come out for days,
sometimes weeks.
My work suffered.
My body changed. The skin became covered
with traveler's tattoos: Argentina, France,
Buenas Naches.
I could no longer remember the names of my cousins.
My favorite books were gathering dust.
Things around me became like a trip through
a gift store.
Nothing mattered.
I was a package in transit.
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A CLICK IN THE NIGHT
Gary Kaupie

He had to run away.
What with his mother Karen cleaning
all the time,
washing the spare light bulbs,
disinfecting the phone and phone book
after every call, and
even defrosting the freezer
to look for dirt.
That and an old man named Roger
whose head was full of transistors.
Transistors put there by Roger's
father (the kid ' s grandfather) years ago,
telling Roger the whole world is fucked up
and he had better eat cannibal sandwiches
with lots of mustard and learn to fix TVs.
So Roger sat there with the nervous twitch
his father gave him for a wedding present,
hating his job, dreaming of being a
TV repairman while Karen his wife patrolled
the house, dust rag in her holster.
What else was a boy of ten to do?
He tried to run away. He didn ' t
want to dream of being a TV repairman,
didn ' t want to be afraid of germs,
didn ' t want to live in North Carolina
where the " you all " kids made fun of him
because he acted like a dead trout
in a school of guppies.
And if that wasn ' t bad enough ,
when he got home it was
Tyson, don ' t tease your sisters.
Tyson , did you leave this mess in the
waste basket ?
And he would find himself sitting in a corner
staring at walls rubbed so clean the paint
was coming off, or he would sit down to dinner
at the only table in the world set with
toothbrushes next to the knives and forks.
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They put the grips on him at midnight
right outside the front door,
asking him if there was something wrong
while they beat his clothes clean, sprayed
him down with disinfectant, and sent him
to bed with promises of his very own transistors.

OLGA
Gary Kaupie

I am taking care of Olga now.
She now longer remembers the accident
in the submarine.
"Where are my slippers," she calls
in a voice that lights up the room
like a Bunsen burner.
Gone with my submarine, my newspaper
hats, my bulldog's leash, I answer in
a voice so small it would fit through
a wire.
She often speaks of the stars
as being spots of mayonnaise
on my navy blue suit.
Nevertheless, I am happy
to be taking care of her.
She loves to hear me play my cello.
''My chubby violin,'' she calls it.

It was not the first time I took
the submarine down-not with my Olga.
'' The tea needs more cognac.' '
We were sinking down into the pools
of the world. The periscope became
our tongue for tasting what we would
not breathe. We were the unseen bullet
passing through the heart of the sea.
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"The pink slippers, bring me the pink."
Olga became like the submarine. She
began sinking, crawling on the metal
floor , telling her crew to abandon ship.
What else could I do? I brought the
submarine to the surface and put Olga
to bed.
'' Please, bring me another blanket.' '
Things aren ' t so bad. I still have my
room of aquariums, my longitude maps, and
my bed of shells.
'' Is there no jelly for the biscuits?' '

CANNING FRUIT
Cris Burks

It is September 27 , six days before mama's birthday.
We rise early,
the floor as cool as the moist grass outside.
Grandma is still sluggish,
not yet mellowed by biscuits and syrup.
We put on dresses that go way beneath the knees.
We plait hair , tie cotton rags around our heads.
We pick the vines and trees
until they are cleaned for death.
In the kitchen four kettles sit upon
the stove that was born before me.
Mason jars and lids bob in one kettle.
Across the counter
wooden spoons aqd rubber rings lay
like a well-formed marching band.
Sheffie brings water in pails from the
hydrant that stands in the front yard
like an old man with a crooked neck.
She is so childlike, this great aunt.
Her speech is a pattern consisting of
the same six words.
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We hum slow undulated hymns
that seem to bring our kinfolks home:
The northerns
The westerns
The dead ones
cloister around us in notes and beats.
Sheffie begins to sing a ribald song,
slow, the words barely audible.
Her voice rises, her feet slap against the floor.
Her body contorts in movement
that I've heard whispers about
among the grown-up.
Mama is up and out the door.
Her hair escapes the rag.
Her bare feet brush the dust in her speed.
Grandma tries to capture Sheffie's arms
that wave like laundry in a strong breeze.
Soon mama is back.
They' re coming,
they' re coming,
she cries.
They manage to wrap arms around Sheffie,
to hold her like a photo in a locket,
to cradle her like an infant.

BROOKS ARE NO LONGER IN DEMAND
Cris Burks

Rivers and lakes,
and everyone wants a sea
in their bedroom.
Chuck often works late on his design of rivers
and seas with perforated seams.
These he will be able to rip apart,
to carry only what is needed.
There, by his desk, are the discarded ripples

of his past efforts.
His wife will often pause during the making
of bread and indicate with her wooden spoon
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how particular their neighbor's lake tags
behind them like a dog lapping at their heels.
Chuck will only smile at her jealousy and say,
'' Soon, soon you will have seas and rivers
that will fit smugly in your locket."
His son is upset about the fish that rides
around on his bike. "It seems, dad," Jr. says,
' ' that since you began to design perforated seas
and such, fish have taken over the house.
When I study he insists upon -tutoring. He even
condemns the way I breathe.
Chuck ignores their complaints.
Given time his family will become aquatic,
the house will dry out,
and his seas and rivers will break away
at the seams like raffle tickets from their stubs.

THE DREAM LOVERS
Cris Burks

I'm often taken with imaginary lovers.
Charles with the handlebar moustache,
Jacques with his puckered lips
at rest on my ear,
Hans, quite blonde, quite green-eyed,
quite virile about the calves.
I could calypso,
bend backward,
spread legs
for them.
Pacify me with b?mboo
and small porcelain tea sets.
In dreams you are always
walking towards the sea
or casting silk scarves from the balcony.
Once you lifted me and sat me upon
a red lacquer box.
"Here," you said, " a throne! "
Inside were parts from my
imaginary lovers.
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PUEBLO
Bob Stock

I remember riding on
an old iron cage elevator
downward at an old hotel,
the air rising around my legs
and you beside me.
Sometimes we'd spend the
whole day outside
on the beach or go
sailing past the place
where your first boat
rested,
its thin mast poking
rotten from the water
pointing back toward
our little room.

MARRIAGE
Tracy Moore

I felt so "high school"
Walking across the park in darkness.
You stomped up
Behind me
To accompany me to the bathrooms
Up the path.
You banged a code on the wall
So hard,
Sounded so old,
So easy,
I tried to respond,
But my fist hit a pillow.
I beat at it like a dance I remembered,
But the music had stopped between the bricks.
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Today we lay on the couch
And you showed me how short
Your life line is,
While I dreamed
Of divorced plastic figures
Drizzled across the grassYou a dog
Tearing a pillow in your teeth.

SHADES
Joe Suzuki

Mosquitoes get around:
I saw one on the el today.
And windblown through my screens,
They ' re as bothersome as flying gonads
Or dead trees wired to the wind.
Now I know there are natural people
Who aren ' t afraid of the right kind of bees,
But I cringe at a cockroach.
Ants are a different story ,
Except up close.
Which brings me to pure thought
Of my last day at work ,
Of my last good-bye lunch,
When the words hung dry ,
When handshakes met the men
Of the new silver moons in my eyes.
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IN MY COUNTRY
Ronald Booze

In my country
the reigns are short,
but the snows are tall.
Baseballs do not go 350 feet
down the right field line.
We spend very little time biting each other
because the government has banned it.
So we paint tourists.
The Carnival is well-attended
even though many die
at the hands
of berserk
cotton-candy vendors.
The tropical forests
are preserved for our
Unnatural Axe
of Parliament,
though occasionally
the Army goes there
(leavings its M-16s behind)
for the ritual
coca-leaf chewing
competition.
Few return.
Young girls
are now extinct,
but young antelopes
are plentiful,
and usually willing.
Of course there are
repercussions,
like
the red chickens
that cross the road
and

burst into flames
at midnight.
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CITY POEM: LEO KAGAN
Pamela Miller

I. Who is it
that puts these strange green brochures
in my mailbox every day?
"TONIGHT! At 1:00 A.M.
Leo Kagan will draw rings around the moon.
The public is cordially invited.''
I find this so annoying,
climbing the steps to my apartment
one at a time:
I have films from Hong Kong and France
to go to, I have colored brochures
from people who want to sell me
motorcycles and cars. I have successful
friends with black hair
all over town. I find this
so annoying. This has nothing to do with me.

II. The strange man from upstairs
spends the whole morning shuffling across his floor.
Knocks at my apartment
every evening, with every excuse in the book
to make talk ("Could I borrow an English muffin?"),
bothering me (he stares strangely
at my TV). Loud and moving slowly
in my living room,
talking and talking
("Could I examine your Life magazine?"),
bothering me, wearing down my rugs,
he looks at my television
and gives me
this strange warning. Every night
he gives me these strange warnings,
pointing
.
out my big dirty window
in his too-stiff green suit

like old wallpaper, like counterfeit money.
III. This is not your house, Leo Kagan!
This chair wasn't put here
for you to shuffle by,
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this rug was not made for you
to walk on in a frog-ugly suit.
This rug was made for women in suede skirts,
Leo Kagan, who sit
in this chair, who stretch out and
touch this rug with
just one toe,
then tilt their incredible heads
as carefully, Leo Kagan,
as one crosses a bridge.
IV. At midnight, the strange man from upstairs
goes out to meet
his public. Tunneling deep
into the suburbs,
a subway car all to himself,
he arranges himself in the window like a work of art,
his arms in beautiful angles. But
nobody's watching,
no one even sees his great slllhouette
like some Japanese cartoon.
At the end of the line
there's just one man on
the platform and one man on the train.
He leans out the window
and yells politely across the tracks:
''SIR!
This is the end of the line.
Now if you and I will take the train together
back downtown,
I promise you a performance!
a performance! a performance! ' '

CONSTRUCTION
For Richard
Pamela Miller

I have to approach you
shyly, because my black shoes

are new, too small,
and full of sand. I have a suggestion
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for you: that we
go away, that we spend the next fifty years
in a box-shaped beach house
with a romantic name, like
''Old Italian Isle.'' But people are
crowding around you
to propose business-I have to get your attention.
I try concentrating, hard, on the
perfect
white stick of your neck. I
wait. Days pass. An enormous .policeman
tries to move me on. The sun sets,
rises, sets. My friends worry. Even my Muse
comes running up in long flapping robes,
screaming ' 'Some other poet
just wrote
the line 'A Sacagawea in a baseball cap'!
Get back to work!" but I
wave them all away,
my gaze glued
to your neck and face, the white stem
and the white disk. Finally, though,
we do catch our train,
and on the loveliest
and remotest beach in Ohiouninhabitedwe build the beach house ourselves
from old pieces of wood we find
lying around. It takes a long time,
as though we were in the longest
Japanese movie ever filmed, each bend
we make
calculated by our
neurotic genius ~irector
to make the whole damn
theater cry.
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POEM
Pamela Miller

Whatever happens
to all these men who disappear
as if running off to join the Navy
as if Judge Crater
as if falling off the edge of Chicago
as if dead and I missed the ·
obituary that one day,
what the fuck happens
to men who , for one tiny little year
or else one big long obsessive
smeary phase of my life,
popped up out of the ground like mushrooms,
turned me on,
and then dissolved into little balls of dust
blowing aways down some other street, out of
my life before
anything happened.
Where do those fuckers go?
Today
at school
I thought I saw
- 27 years old , waiting for a stupid elevator at school!! thought I saw
Chuck Hoth,
my husband's long-missing
old South Side best friend , now too busy
throwing things down the hole
where things drop out of our life
to remember me.
Though Chuck was taller than that
(6 foot 4), still
for a second
it looked like him, in perfect grey
corduroy pants
and a jacket much too black
for someone like Rich to wear.
Chuck Hoth, where in God's name
do you think you' re going,

jacking up that motorcycle
and pointing it
at the tunnel labeled "Out of My Life " (that place
that always reminds me of New York),
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bending ever so carefully
to lift your wimpy, taffy-haired
girlfriend
I've never seen
on to the back ,
the one you say
is a poet,
the one you say
has problems with her family ,
watching you load
the back
with suitcase
after brown and green suitcase •
and now,
since it ' s almost 5 o ' clock
and you really
gotta go,
you tie her ancient old reddish one
on top
with string,
looking at her,
looking at someone named Mary
with three holes in her sweater
so big and
frayed
they make your huge hands shake.

NO TENEMOS TELEFONO
Bar hara Eckhouse

They talk to trees,
those Indian women
living in Campeche
or the Yucatan.
A visit to a certain
tree is private.
I see them return
from time to time, down
the road , satisfied
their message is known.
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The men are gone all day,
walking the miles to town
to work the fields of henequen.
At dusk they trade
a few pesos for family needs.
Silent messages have come
over silent miles.
By evening's grace
the man has pictured
the cloth or shawl
or jug of milk
that his wife requested
in hushed words during the day,
words given to the trees.

If I enquire,
"Why do you speak to trees
out in the field or jungle?"
the wife replies,
"We do not have a telephone."

BYSTANDER
Steven Giese

Two people stand at a roadside intent on a roadmap, and in the beginning we take
note they have secrets. At once we notice the extreme humidity, a print that
appears on a woman's dress the size of a nation. That ever-widening feeling within
the chest of felt and helium.
The map: ornate as maps go, rather large. Italy imitates a boot on the map,
Australia a bandage, Canada is a roasting pan. Imagine the Mississippi, a trickle
AUS ]US.
One of the two, it's evident, is in need of something. Perhaps, as one strolled
along, one would enjoy the guessing of it. One type of person would be inclined to
guess sleep, the good book, a close shave.
The two people, weary-and wouldn't you begin to feel <lumpish in the
extreme humidity?-wander off now to the end of their course.
We stand weakly behind, holding the brown bag of bread crumbs we had hoped
would have been so helpful.
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ON BELL ROAD
Jean Swiderski

Sensitivity is brooding
on the beach at Brighton.
I remember
The shotgun
Removed from the silent closet,
Quickly loaded with a left hand.
The family,
In perfect bowling pin formation
(Someone took off a red stripe,
shook it out for the blackness)
Waving at the night
Behind the picture window.
Nothing moved except the dog's tongue.
The red dog.
The dog that always came when called,
The dog that dirtied the mauve rug.
Sternly, the bathtub curled its toes
And moved from the wall,
But slowly so the cracks would not spread,
So the grit would not fall out of them.

(CAR TROUBLE )
Sue Greenspan

every parking meter lamp post is a sundial
and blithely on the Eisenhower the car
stalls
giving exit 87 A a certain infamyi'm suddenly a d~relict
on streets arid with salt stains
and this gives a vicious poignancy to the
filmy blue deKooning on the windshield,
sunlight,
the frightened silver
and the waiting which turns the
lavender over the cold cobalt lake into
magenta, into purple, into gray.
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HYSTERIA
Sue Greenspan

a picket fence and
two perfect symmetrical scoops o:f vanilla ice cream.
ya wanna hear stories? listen:
a guy in a clean new green sedan goes by, honks horn.
1 wave.
he stops, backs up, rolls down window.
"live here? where?"
(it's a secret.)
')ick you up at seven, what's yer name anyway? That's a nice coat you've got."
the red kitchen floor is more than melancholy,
it's got an explosion of those
styrofoam packing peanuts.
i fry a yammer
in butter, chinese brown sugar ...
and woulja believe at seven the guy comes back?
but there's the problem of thin resonance,
leaves of paper,
what cats look at,
all those under-the-crystal tragedies.
and it doesn't stop.
not with
aquamarine,
or familiar logos,
or even the brand new lump in my left breast.

INDIRECTLY FOR KEN TODD
Sue Greenspan

despite my affectation of bruised vision
and temporary longing for casual
blau-augen acquaintances to become
the most tender intimates,
i love oriental rugs.
and this causes me to
wash my hair with fabric dye
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as an excuse to hide in
darkened places for weeks.
while there, i radiate secrets
to the bed linen, and only
feel good about myself shortly
after bathing. Always,
i lean out the window and
imagine you coming to see
me in your passionate blue jeans.
but nobody shows up, and it
is then i hate the reflection
of my face in the TV.

ILLUSTRATION TO RAPE
Peter Radke

Sitting here, day in and day out
in search of an explanation
for my husband,
amongst all these punctual turnstyle men
who live in their own likeness,
cherishing in eyeless houses,
bedraggled in fawn-gray bowlers,
their chewable lips mincing moustaches
and their waxy, carrier-bag hands that
are not impudent towards me,
I can only retreat and think of
pigeons, rainy trainrides ,
parks in Britain,
combing out the flag of white hair
from my grandmother ' s nodding head,
and the incompleted recipes that wait
dumbly affectionate at home. So much
I have come to dislike myself of late
that even at church on Sundays
I now understand the organ stop
to the point of being envious.
It is like I wish to be ill
but lack the initiative.
It is like I wish to take refuge
with a housepainter
but lack the housepainter.
It is like I am a mute sneeze inside
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a cathedral
drilled forth by some motley attired tourist,
mildly attentive as
an every-hourly commuter
on a rural train would be,
obliquely regarding poses in passing
windows,
their similarities in houses and then
the decades of Manchester tenements
that rush by,
when even in the appeal of my sleep
the husband breaks my mutistic,
troublesome silence
with his neighborly rumour,
posed with a lingering question across
the expanse of our pillows
that I have freely given,
shaming his club colleagues by having
to prefabricate my neurosis, my trip to
the coast as curt but necessary treatment
of my being so typically insignificant,
someone you would perhaps ring up and
ask for by the wrong name
or leave on the outer extremities of
the pitch
seated in hard, fold-down chairs with
the mastiff during lawn parties,
not even allowed to touch
the white frills of the tablecloth.
But it follows me everywhere I go.
I feel its jets of breath on the nape of
my neck
when seated on the Metro.
It stands behind me in the grocery line,
matching strides playfully as I am
marched past the squat little registers,
sticking its swarthy hand on my thighs,
jostling my pudgy bottoms with touches
that are not alien;
rather, cool and breezy, like the back of
a nurse's hand testing for a fever.
Its welcome, moist lips
faintly smelling of Swiss mocha
startle my cheeks at the weekend Royal
Army band concerts,
which my husband so energetically attends.
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At night, it is there waiting as I step
out of the bathtub,
pressing harmless white welts to the
inside of my knees.
Its face is in the steamy medicine chest,
guilelessly smiling, offering with its
policeman hand to enter ,
to swim along the links of the anchor chain
that lead out to the ship half hidden in
the fog of the bay.
It glares across the anteroom with pressedtogether teeth
as if it were gripping a coathanger.
I am helpless with my own better judgement.
My husband doesn ' t understand.
His affects are limited to reading the
Times
and smoking Ovals after dinner in the privacy
of his den .
He cannot see it taking me over ,
sanding my barriers down at the office where
even yesterday
I felt it lifting my wrists towards the keys,
placing my cold and quivering fingers
against my will on the "i " and the "t"
with the sanctimonious motion of having
another band
slid over my finger.
And tonight I lay unmoving in my bed,
knowing early tomorrow
the sounds of toast being eaten and
the harmless tinkle of the piano
will beckon from the darkness of the parlor
downstairs
as I listen to its car
driving around the block ,
wishing it were here
so I could knead its sweat
into my clean, unwrinkled sheets,
watching its head settle into my pillow
like a scoop I could turn over and over into,
laughing and twirling my hair against its
shoulder blades ,
so for once I wouldn ' t have to jerk my pelvis
alone in the dark by myself,
growing more afraid each night
in this still half-filled bed .
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MANNEQUIN REPAIRS
Peter Radke

Revolving doors
melt into
hosiery, slitted
dresses
pronounced smooth,
nude,
stilted in windows with
overalls bending
white,
obtuse as milk,
pointed on
praying knees,
hands fierce pink, ridged
vems
fully extended but
impassive to
laying her grandly
as cinematic shipwreck victim,
fingers repelling
web of
stiff hairspray, the beige bald head,
her melted nails posing

for
senior proms, hesitant to
invite:
"Yes, I would like to dance,"
gaily cupped by
palms cool as basements,
the eyes widening, reflecting
string of
Chinese lanterns
and rows of
little boys
naked in shower rooms.
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INTERCHANGEABLE SEASCAPES
Peter Radke

Like the cries of a hawk
heard piercing dank , rainy forests,
I puncture your memory
with dipping fingers
seen at a distance across a dark bar,
ceremonious as ships are
when rendering colors upon open seas,
curtseying their little flags
from under canopied fantails
without further portent or regard
to the vessel passing and the one
remaining
in these midwatch eyes
that had never stayed beyond open
invitation
as intended
to witness
your august reflections
of plants hanging
above freshly sanded floors ,
the same classical records played
on Sundays
facing sodas and wooden salad bowls
on shin-high tables
with the still oily film of vinegar
or the cozy smell of laundry rooms
that drew me no nearer
to your flush skin tones
than collapsing lines of trees did from a speeding sedan
returning to blankness of piers
to stand once again
unrestrained among freighter
stanchions,
hunted , not predator , by the banal
waves.
As scenes fade between changing reels,
we disengage sound by sight ,
casually scattering
the empty space of trance
into noiseless fireworks seen by
the deaf,
launched from firetruck in fields,
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catapulted cymbals to tumble
whirlybird and trail off
into the black air of
the same open-ended system
of answers placarded in your side,
glances
riveted on posture of boy,
his waxy, orthopedic gestures
approaching, as cab to curb by
hotel,
mingling responses towards· his
talking sleeve,
his sporting fingers primp,
penetrate,
soliciting touches that crawl
up your interested blue cloth thighs
like familiar crabs,
reinstating with clarity of bold magazine
advertisement
the notion that
winter is never far off
for your legs requiring boarders,
their only prerequisites being
neither the texture of a breaded face
to snarl your fingers by,
nor the smell of salve
to sleep beside at night,
nor a name to be half-remembered once
built from vowels
taken from stencil inside pea jacket,
something compact like a clear marble
through which the crude beauty of
anonymous ships held in the vise of a frozen , colorless Lake
Huron,
has never seen nor understood
in pronged fingers turning away from
their rusty, blemished hulls,
smearing the i~e like the blood of
battered baby seals,
ignorant of their catwalk passages
inside boiler rooms
that are tall and lanky and musty
as rectories mustered in the smoky

purple nightfall are
along the coastal woods and towns in
France.
Whose absence now
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is the temporal but tolerated
disembarking into the weight of the
traffic outside,
knowing selfishly
as I push into night,
moving silently, comfortably,
like submarine surfacing in dark water,
he will enter into her.

PARISH SISTERS AT HOLIDAY
Peter Radke

They are sadly comical at first,
like watching old couples in rowboats
navigating into each other in park ponds.
Infrequently seen shopping in town,
they teeter under the weight of their
grocery bags like penguins on ice,
declining down busy streets with an
energetic adverturesomeness
that is remarkable but foolhardy,
pausing every once in a while to wipe
imperfect circles in various shop windows
and to speedily talk among one another
like a handful of juncos
smattering over fresh bird seeds splayed
across the hard snow.
They are heavy and awkward looking women,
as if they come from White Russia with
faces that remind one of photographs from
the Depression.
Some sport white moustaches and argue with
the waitress over their checks,
while others are too attractive for their
vocation,
with large, tragic eyes and noticeable
figures sealed under matching sweaters
that are the color of soapy bath water,
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which only aids in easily forgetting them
as something marginal, a procession from the
fringe of the town's proximity,
just as they render this annual trip to
town ineffectual
with one sweep of hand scraping pebbles of
ice from the windshields of parish cars.
Indigo sedans that maneuver with stable
address,
toasty and warm inside, along winding,
evasive barricades of long forest drives
till the rectory rises through icy limbs,
still safe, secular and untouched in
broad floodlights,
visible but isolated.
They live a private, sensuous life
in the clear smell of pines decorating
the hallway,
or the reflection of white poinsettias in
the valor of den paneling.
Sisters who clamber up old stone stairs
in bellows and giggles of flash cube pop,
with mouthfuls of date bread cakes, baggy
cotton nightgowns,
and wounds of entrancing silver garlands,
static to stocking feet, as notions of men,
their touching hands kinetic,
are stillborn in the language and concepts of journals,
tucked away in warm rooms
overlooking the lake and its patch work
thaw of ice,
slabs rising and pinching together
forming jagged, prickly jaws
that open to digest their lighted
rooms.
Whose windows will crowd with curious faces
observing the bishop's arrival,
which will seem at first sight
reasonable, acquainted,
until they again become habit _
like Christmas Mass.
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Their faces will dissolve into little
ovals, white and despicably perfect like
china plates lining a mantlepiece,
all huddled eagerly and equally unwanted
to one side of the dinner table,
waiting to grace the bishop whose hands
still smell of motel soap.

TRAVEL BY TRIBUNE
Suzy Ekins

I'll be the prosecutor and you be the memory. I want to know everything about the
slenderness of your leg. Begin remembering: Mexico, the brightly colored nun with
the tambourine Easter-Sunday-singing, my tilted, big straw hat to one side, a rose
behind the other. No one said anything about my blue jeans in church.
Getting back to the slenderness of your leg, Miguel; how long have you been
there, elbow to knee on the veranda with the low white wall elevating your leg to
the perfect height? Right there I fell in love with the slenderness. How many ladies
have you convinced that you own the Chinese junk in port here?
You are a sporting classic. Silver looks nice against your skin. But you are not
answering me. Your caballo is waiting to be saddled, Miguel. Your flat-bottomed
boat is taking on water. Don't let my admiration stop your play. I do not like this
strong stringy beef you eat. And I'm going home at the end of this seven-days-andseven-nights special.

CUTTING THE GLASS OF SELFLESSNESS
Tom Kline

r

Pretty Girl,
I guess all I really _wanted you to do
was take off your gentle shoes
and walk like thunder over my back.
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ODE TO BLACK BUTTONS
Natalie Jackson

You surgeons,
you slip between cracks
like
water bugs
and
fasten me up.
Nothing loose
or
falling out.
This town is made for you,
upholders of
order,
purveyors of
the closed.
You know
the lessons
of
curtains and doors,
the sound
of
what is torn
when opened.
I offer you mouths
and
eyes,
exhibits A
and
B.
Better loose
as gypsy bracelets,
better wide
as unjumped puddles,
better
under no one's thumb.
Buttons,
I have done you
an
injustice
with my thumbs.
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Some
question of timing,
the chicken and
the egg,
are we
partners in crime then ...
nudes
descending stairs,
that
question
of who
it
truly is.

SELF-CONFIDENCE
Sharon Mesmer

I have forsaken thoughts of watching clocks,
groping blindly for phones at ungodly hours.
It is time to search for shop-keepers,
proudly unrolling red and white canopies.
Time to sit on the fire escape in the red fog
and not blubber ,
so that my tongue becomes thick as bubble gum,
and I pull frantically in my half-sleep to free it.
Something must be done.
My former intention was to be a movie star,
but you say I was born in the wrong era.
I should have been 35 years old in the SO's,
with stiff blonde hair stouter than a muscle-man ,
while I reapply lipstick (a shade called ''rich girl red '' )
and reapply it again and again.
I may have been born in the wrong country.
I should smoke Gitanes, and run my thumb across my lips,
and loosen your thin tie on crowded, downtown streets,
clutching a bottle of Chanel.
Yes, it 's a circus.
My glove is in the garden ... get it.
There ' s a fire on the floor. .. now find it.
Please come in wearing my beret and your long coat.
I really don ' t care where you bought it.

180/Poetry

JAYNE MANSFIELD'S HEAD
Sharon Mesmer

It was not a gruesome sight.
Although the newsmen gnawed at every limb,
and front yards full of families the world over
gawked like baby baboons,
I thought mainly of last minute lists
and books so rare the covers have expired.
What a nice slice of life
to have been riding with blonde hair blowing,
spread out,
the dull smile brighter than the blue brain.
Not enough time to contemplate the turtles
or the men drawing the drapes in hotels every morning.
Not nearly enough time to scour the promises
that grow stale and submissive in each successive gin.
Never enough time to wriggle free of abstract emotions
brought on by full moons and clear, cloud-heavy days.
So you comb your hair like you hang your drapes;
anxiety in the shower.
All men crave that distant wave from the rocks,
a hand going up from the eddies,
pink and Protestant.
Or a young wifery in a nightgown
collapsing into a clothesline on her husband's
sweet clean lawn.
You and he were riding in a car,
an older man yellow with indecision.
Maybe you were being coy or catty,
or just trying to think.
But I don't raise my eyebrows, I just
watch the movie.
I am exulted by mythology.

Poetry/ 181

TO THE MAN IN THE PAINTING
Sharon Mesmer

the bedsheets are icebergs.
the noise from the street signals grief.
the smell of your spotless t-shirt is safe
like the windows that allow the indian sun in to
paint the walls red
and drape your raised, naked knee in orange.
watching you is like spying on the woman alone in her bedroom
using the phone.
a very inside spectacle, which i feel dumb-girlish watching.
since childhood i' ve been boyish and nervous,
strange as the sounds in a mute's throat.
i hop at the sight of bugs in the bathroom.
suddenly you straighten like john wayne and swat them.
laughter.
silence.
we bend like knees on a kneeler.
a kiss: one of many various candies.

ATROPOS
Charlotte Eulette

My own
murderer.
Personal.
How open of me to talk about
such a thing ,
as if I may
bring one on.
To have someone
risk their own
lives to kill.
So much passion.
A filling crime.
Flattery hurts me
and it will.
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To clutch knife
with worried aim
at me, for good reason.
And then it's quick,
over.
My own murderer,
just one.
How thick that sounds.
I'm heart felt.
When your stainless steel
blade is in me,
and I'm down,
I will clutch the
handle of it
for reassurance.
I am your murdered,
intimate and so.

LOUNGER
Charlotte Eulette

The flesh in the hand beats anything built
by Hellenes. Including: all that was, Doric.
go visited, Ionic,
photographed Corinthian.
Ages and ages can't light a match
at all,
to what palms caress when they hold the home
at the waist. Satisfy, and take charge.
No mother coo coo' d her youngin like the patting
going on now.
Casanova, your waist line, although convinced,
it's more of a murky tundra.
Chewy chew, go with five fingers on the rouge folds.
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At a time, glimpse ahead, death sprouts and life
goes,
like a yodel quenched.
Now see, take Charlotte Eulette,
died when? Some time in the 80's, surely.
The length of her nails, longer than in life.
Her hair, the color drained, but the length maybe
she always had a yen for.
But no dice on the soft ''I'll ·be on your side'' flesh,
once held by a left hand. Warmth by warmth,
brings a tear - true true.
How come tenderness reeks with lukewarm moisture,
sudsed all over , making a mess?
Happy mess. To be enjoyed,
Charlotte, Charlotte, Charlotte Harlot,
California landslides ball and cry for you.
Sad, coffined up,
ya can't hold your scalp less knees to your chest
and rock in humble giggling to spoof us all.

JUST THE SAPPHIRE
Leopold Zappler

Yes, I do have contracts.
One of your favorite games was putting those black cardboard
footprints you get in dance instruction kits on the sidewalk as
we strolled.
The object of the game did not become clear until long after
you had gone home.
I was frightened .horribly to see you again.
Remembering all those things that I was willing to do:
sitting on your white silk couch , stripped to the waist in my
yellow
Easter drawstrings,
reading some dark red-lace Victorian novella
aloud
in my round gold medallion that hangs
right in the middle of my ...
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knowing that I would do birdcalls or anything,
you do show me some vague laboratory affection,
a twitching kindness
like the wives of disaster victims
or the highly dependent concubines of emperors about to die,
or just like if you say "umbrella" long enough you completely
forget what an umbrella
lS.

So I make these contracts so as not to become confused,
not to become confused about that evening
(almost tossing your long pink Planter's punch into the fireplace,
the little helpless voyeuristic mint sprig clinging to the rim).
Did you really say
"I feel so minor, so unsupportively funny "
or "Let's finish the watermelon"
or "Time to clean the cat's ears out"
or only '' Absolution is as close as the nearest faucet''?
Things do come in handy.
You are a clown,
This is so painful for me to realize
and yet it saves me from complete failure,
Your makeup is so traditional,
but when I would prepare my face for you in so
many more complex variations,
a whole Bolivian village on my left cheek,
a reproduction of a Persian miniature on my forehead,
a graph showing the population increase in a newly discovered region
of South Dakota on my right eyelid,
and finally, in an attempt to express my need for your attention,
the complete drawings of "Grey's Anatomy" on my Adam ' s apple.
they would fall short,
and my infinitely more original face felt heavy and deadened,
but if you knew you never let on.
The true test of a real clown is to see if you can
visualize him looking exactly as he is
in any other place in the world
and doing a pratfall.
I have a photograph of every item in the world I am
going
to steal.
I am not just a shoplifter,
a petty coveter.
Stealing is a way out.
It is important envy and should not be arbitrary,
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but all the things I want to steal are so
far away,
requiring a plane ticket.
I don ' t want to be a small rubbery stubby-fingered
pervert in Woolworth ' s.
I want to be an important thief,
not stealing whole things, just their integral elements.
I idolize the people who rip the stones out of
immense Buddhas,
just the sapphire between the eyes,
so when you give me matchbox cars and little
cellophane rain hats shoved into your pockets when some
infinitely frightened floorwalker wasn't looking,
I don ' t feel good , either.
Recently , during a large dinner convention of medical people,
one Dr. Ruben Samuels choked to death on a chicken bone
because no one knew how to dislodge the bone from his
throat.
It took him seven and a half minutes to expire.
Things disturb me,
like the sign in the paint store window that says
Discontinued Colors,
seeing you with the forty-year-old accountant in
greyface and a penshield,
your sequined hat and purple pajama bottoms.
I would even wear a penshield for you.
It would become my crest, a glowing talisman,
my symbol worn in pride.
Things are filled with potential.
You have so much potential.
I knew that when you walked over to me and
put your hand on my forearm and leaned,
you would not have fallen down if I walked away.
But it was close enough.
It horrifies me to think of you somewhere in the
suburbs in the supermarket, wearing
you big husband ' s teeshirt and the two
screaming brats with purple jam ground into them.
It frightens me as much as the idea I could
have a surrogate mother ,
but I bear up .
Yes, I do have contracts.
My grand ethic.
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Because we are not like the cymbalist in the symphony
orchestra
who somehow remains motionless until the last finale.
It worries me that my new voice will eventually become
an old voice,
but not as much as when I can't remember
your face,
your movements,
just your signature
that you may have accidentally misspelled.
And one has to remember
that when looking at drably colored schools of fish
it is the group movement,
like a team of acrobats.
So the next time I see you I will call it a
performance.

JUST SOUTH OF THE LAST POEM
Jackie Martello

With a click
You sliced
Me
A dial tone
Dripping
Like poison
Onmy
Shoulder
Mountains
Rising in my
Throat to
Block
Off
Air
You have
Reasons

I
Know
Get someone who

Will dance
With you
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Someone
Who never
Lies

A
Tall One
Like you used
To have

I
Can now
Devote more time
To perfecting my
Style
Learn to like
Fedoras and
Long
Long
Cigarette holders
Just remember
You
Hate bologna
But
You ate it
Atmy
House
Amid the furnace and
Too-short beds
You didn ' t
Seem so
Unhappy
Then
Now
As I envy the
Water faucet ' s
Drip
I know
That
Whenever I
Hear a red
Noise
I will wonder why
Suddenly
I miss you.
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POEM
Jackie Martello

There is a rock on a rock in Bolivia
Gnashing away at each other by
Being silent
It has been twelve years since the merge
And now they say
There is a rock in Bolivia

WAITING FOR DELMORE
Lydia Tomkiw

It's like brushing your teeth in public
Or being kissed in a dream
By a stranger in white shoes:
I get so confused.
Delmore is no longer in the shower,
No longer on Rush and Oak,
No longer making a fuss.
Telephone calls come
Asking if he is home,
And hang up before I can answer.
I get so melancholy
When I think of all his good points:
The way he knew what each piece of silverware was for,
How he could light a match
Using only one hand,
His talent of grinding his teeth in his sleep,
Clacking out a calypso rhythm
That sent me tapping into the living room.
Delmore, Delmore,
You comic books still come in the mail,
The oatmeal I make for you each morning
Turns green well before noon,
The shoe box whimpers
When it remembers your feet,
And I miss you.
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ABANDONING THE FAR EAST
Lydia Tomkiw

I never want to consider the Orient again:
Bridges so intricate,
Women so sheer,
The whole country so delicate
I fear it will tear if I point to it too hard
On the desk globe.
No more thoughts about tissue paper fans
That are exciting to own
But pretentious to use;
No more talk about moving to Tokyo and becoming
A child who hasn ' t learned hov, to speak;
I walk through my home removing
All mirrors etched with rice paddies and
Spiny men in satin pants pulling rickshaws twice their size;
I unbind all the trees that I've stunted
Like the feet of so many young girls;
I renounce my fascination with dragons
And lanterns and tea cups too small to drink from
And vow to always wear shoes in the house:
I can do without knowing there is a place
That considers me more sluggish than I am.

THE OPPOSITE OF GREEN
Lydia Tomkiw

The opposite of green unleashed a new animal.
In dank halls where liquid lips were
Just released from lockjaw ,
A pale boy grabbed my hand as I walked by
And , thinking his left eye a globe,
Spun it around to show me Germany ,
Land of husky women and beer,
And thought I was impressed.
I may have been.
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I seem to remember chatting with an unskillfully dressed girl
Whose first name meant
'' A lively Polish dance.''
She described how sometimes
An unborn baby will press its face up against its
Mother's womb, thinking it a window.
It must be why
Children look like distortions of their parents.
Each time a voice is raised
Or a skinny black tie is flung romantically across the room,
I cringe like sensitive plant:
There is a largeness about the place
Which makes people abandon their silence and their clothes.
And though such things should only be discussed in telegrams,
Many photos are taken,
And soon we find ourselves, guilty and inflated,
Between pages of a magazine.
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Freshman Writing
and English Usage

SHOE STORE
Arthur Dudley

It's always the same old story. Every damn time it's our turn to open the store, we
get to stand our asses out here and wait for Wanda to bring her late, white, witchy
ass to let us in.
The day before every first Saturday and last Sunday of each month, Mr. Hill,
our boss, goes through his routine of saying, "Now Arthur, Freddie, James, and
Ricky, Wanda has the keys to open the store in the morning and I want your asses
here at seven a.m. You've got to have everything ready and be able to let the other
salesmen in by nine o'clock, so that you and them can start to sell shoes. If Wanda
tells me that any of you made her wait, you '11 be in shit creek.'' He always gives
her the keys because she's pretty and white. It really makes a lot of sense: she's
white, he's white, she's pretty, he'3 ugly, she's single and 32, he's married and 45,
they're a perfect goddamn couple. I don't know why he trusts her in the store with
the four of us anyway. Imagine, a white in a shoe store with four teenage niggers by
herself.
When Wanda finally arrives, which is generally at 7:06, the only thing Rick
ever says is "Good morning, Wanda," and we ' re ready to open the store. Once
Wanda turns off the burglar alarm and unlocks the doors, there's always a toss of
the coin to decide who's going to enter the zone of darkness in the back of the store
to turn on the lights and the other electrical appliances. Whoever loses the toss advances at a snail's pace towards the hellish blackness, then stops, then advances
again, uttering obscenities, stops, advances again, until he's several feet from the
back of the store. From here he would always turn around and beg one of us to venture with him. No one ever dared to volunteer. This would always go on for a few
minutes before Wanda would decide to go back there and turn the lights on herself.
With the lights now on, the same person who was supposed to turn them on must
also go into the basement to bring up the daily supplies for the store. This consists
of the foot rulers, receipt books, and the cleaning junk that we use to dust off the
customers' chairs and ashtrays. All of these objects were kept in one large bag that
could be carried by one person. The problem with going in the basement is that the
lights rarely work.
The electricians that inspected the wiring couldn't find any visible fault. Fact is,
that one electrician was once electrocuted while working down there, and about
three months later: another body was found. The second victim of the basement was
no electrician. He had somehow broken into the store and died while burglarizing
the place. The cause of death was said to be heart failure. Everyone that viewed the
body before it was removed from the basement claimed that his face wasn't
distorted like that of most heart attack victims. His had a look of surprise and was
extremely terrified. His eyes were popped and his mouth was slightly parted into an
0 shape. Police speculated it was probably one of the dummies. Wanda has claimed
to be a witch and to possess E.S.P. Despite her so-called power and special abilities,
she will not venture into the basement.
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These thoughts are always on the minds of those who have to travel to the
basement. Another thing that was strongly coincidental was the astrology sign of
Pisces. Wanda would tell anyone that would listen that her powers caution Pisces
people to that basement. There was a definite evil in the basement against everyone,
particularly Pisces. To back up that statement and scare the shit out of us was one
fact. All of us, Wanda included, were Pisces. After investigating the victims of the
basement, we learned that they were Pisces, too.
Whoever went into the basement always carried a flashlight. They would turn
it on and let the beam of light enter the horrid chamber first. Their movement to
the basement would be very languid. The bag would be only about six feet from the
edge of the step, and the eclipse into darkness would only last a split second, but
even that was too long. Whichever one of us that had the flashlight would suddenly
burst down the stairs and disappear into the darkness. At the top of the stairs, there
would always be three black fifteen-year-old teenagers and one white thirty-two-yearold witch, all scared that the one in the basement would never be seen alive again.
When the unfortunate one reappeared with the bag and dashed up the stairs safely,
we ' d all go back to the front of the store and happily complete our chores.
After all the chairs were wiped off, ashtrays emptied, and everything was in
order, we ' d open the store to the public and wait for the rest of the salesmen to
come in. The first customer that comes into the store always asks the same stupid
question , " Are you open?" From then on, until the other salesmen come in, we
would sit and watch Wanda with lust in our hearts and power in our shorts. She
knew the way we felt about her, because she would look at us and smile.
The first salesman to enter the store after us was always Joey. He was the only
white salesman that worked in the store. He would always walk into the store with
a smile as wide as his face and as bright as the sun and ask in a voice loud enough
for Wanda to hear , "Did you fuck the witch today? "
Dear M ike:
Yesterday Wayne , our boss, thought that it was going to be busy , so he called
nine of us in to work. Usually there 's only four salesmen working at any one time.
Four work in the morning shift, nine to five, and four work in the evening , which is
five to nine. The only exception to this schedule is Saturday and Sunday. Usually on
these two days there are about twelve salesmen.
Anyway, the store is as bare as an empty shoe box that once contained a pair of
size twelve shoes. The only people that are in the store at this particular moment
are the salesmen. Instead of hustling customers to empty seats, we stood around in
the middle of the green carpet floor and talked about each other ' s sex lives and
mamas.
All of a sudden , a man appeared in the doorway with a ski mask on and a gun
in his hand. ' ' This is a stickup, nobody move,'' he screamed as he waved a very
large black-looking gun. That was his first mistake. Even though he had commanded
absolute stillness, everyone disobeyed his order. There was the noise from the collision with the chairs and the clanging of metal ashtrays as they toppled to the floor.
The nine of us vanished in nine different directions. Some ran , some crawled, a few
even rolled , but we all ended up behind the walls between the rows of shoes.
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A few scant seconds before the would-be robber walked into the store, the
cashier had locked the money clip into the small vault that ' s built into the store's
wall and is used for storing valuables. She did this because she had to use the
washroom, and in her absence she knew that one of us would steal every last cent
that was in the register .
With her gone and the rest of us hiding , the gunman was left alone in the
store. It was quiet for a few seconds, and just when we thought he had left the store,
he yelled ' 'Somebody come and open this safe before I come and get your asses. ' '
Once you go behind the walls in our store, it's like standing in a hallway about
sixty feet long and five feet wide, and there ' s rows of shoes on both sides. At the
end of this hall there are two stairwells, one that leads up to more shoes, dummies,
dyes, light bulbs, etc. There's a million places there in which you could hide and
never be found, even with the·light on. If it ' s your choice, instead of going up or
down the stairs, you can turn right and enter the back of the store. Back there
you '11 find the washrooms for men and women, the pop machine, and more stairs
that lead to more shoes or down into the basement from the back. Before the gunman yelled his threat, we had all bunched up in the hallway hoping he ' d leave. I
could feel Freddie watching over my shoulder as I peeked around the edge of the
doorway of the walk. I couldn't see the gun, so I glanced over at James, who was
directly across from me on the other side of the doorway. He was staring back at
me with eyes that were double their normal size and filled with terror. Now we
could hear him walking towards us and swearing that if he caught anybody he
would kill them. That did it; all of us ran for the back and for the basement. He
heard the nine of us all trying to squeeze down the stairs at the same time. Some
one in front of me fell and I stumbled over him , but I grabbed the banister to keep
from falling myself. There were shouts and moans: '' Hurry up before he catches
us." Even though the lights were off and the basement was dark , we all ran to the
particular parts of the basement where we could hide. We're down there so much
that we knew the floor by heart. No one tripped over the pile of dummies that
always lay in the middle of the floor. By the time he reached the hallway, it was too
late to catch sight of any of us. We had all hidden in our scheduled spaces. It is so
dark in this basement that if there was a white wall six inches in front of your face
you wouldn't be able to see it. The only light that is visible is that which comes
down the stairs via the hallway. The only thing that could give away our hiding
places was sound, and we were so quiet that the only sound that could be heard was
that of the fool with the large gun.
I was aware of all the different odors in the basement. The musky dampness of
the basement air , the smell of new leather, shoe dyes, and the strange scent of the
plastic store dummies. All of these scents played a familiar game with my nose. The
creaking of the stairs brought me back to reality. Aw, shit, he ' s corning down the
stairs, he's gonna kill us all. Oh, God, if I live through his, I promise I'll be good.
I'll go to church every day and I'll quit cursing. Please, just let me live through
this.
Suddenly several beams of light pierced the blackness and wrapped themselves
around the gunman, who was halfway down the stairs. "Drop the damn gun and
don't move a fucking muscle or we ' ll splatter your small fucked-up brain on the

Freshman Writing and English Usage/ 19 5

wall. We're police officers and we mean what we said. Drop it!"
A voice cried out from the darkness, "Kill that crazy son of a bitch. Hell, he
was going to kill us. ' ' It was too dark to see who spoke those sentiments, but I was
in complete agreement with the ideal. The fool dropped his gun, and the officers led
him away.
We had forgotten about Wanda, the cashier, and she had sneaked out and summoned the police. Maybe she had saved our lives and maybe she hadn't, but, according to Freddie, the policemen had saved the gunman ' s life. He claims that just
before the police turned on their flashlights, he was waiting at the bottom of the
stairs, hidden in the darkness with a iron pipe in his hand. He was going to beat the
black off the gunman, but he just didn't get the chance. Wanda commented that
there were nine of us, and that it should have been easy for us to overcome the gunman with force. Li' 1 Willie replied, "That's the same thing somebody told Mr.
Custer at the Little Big Horn before the Indians kicked his ass.''

If you look in any dictionary to ficd the meaning of bad luck , it would be defined as
working in Bailey's Shoe Store. To start with, there's the trouble with the black
gangs, our strange basement, and the people who come into the store.
One Friday, after our shoe store had one of its biggest sales of the year , the
strangest thing happened to us. Surprising, no, but strange it was. The last customer
had walked out of the store, and the fifteen salesmen that remained were cleaning
up the thousands of shoe boxes that had been emptied and thrown on the floor. In
three hours each salesman had sold at least forty pairs of shoes, and the least
amount paid for a pair of shoes was five dollars. All in all, we made about forty-five
hundred dollars.
Each hour , Wanda, our cashier, would put the amount of money we had made
into the safe under the cash register. Well, she was busy counting the last few
dollars, and we were cleaning up the store. Mr. Hill, our boss, was leaning against
the glass counter smoking a cheap brown stinking cigar and watching Wanda total
the money. Someone had neglected to lock the two glass front doors to the store, so
in walked a couple. The lady was white and very well dressed. She had on a navy
blue tweed skirt with a matching vest and jacket. Her shoes were also blue, as were
her eyes. Her hair was curly and gold, and it gently played on her sholders. She
stood rather tall and proudly, even though she was only about five feet three inches
tall. She seemed kind enough, maybe kind enough to be pushing some kind of con
on us, but we were too naive to know. The man with her was black, and he too was
rather well-dressed. He also had on a three-piece suit made of tweed , only his was
brown and his pants were slightly too long. This made them flirt with the ground.
His hair was cut into a nice small afro , which sort of stood out against his massive
six-foot frame . He was carrying a large blue canvas bag.
"I'm sorry , but the store is closed," Hill told them , as he blew a stream of
cigar smoke in their direction. "That' s quite alright," the woman answered as she
dodged the pole of smoke, "we have something to sell to you , and I'm sure you ' re
interested. " " OK , talk to the boys. If they want to listen then go ahead , but if they
don ' t, you ' ll have to leave," Hill told them , while again he blew smoke in their
direction. " Young men , I've got something to show you , if you ' re interested," she

196/Freshman Writing and English Usage

called out to us. Most of the salesmen mumbled as they stopped cleaning up and
walked toward the front of the store. It was Friday evening, and we wanted to hurry
up and close the store so that we could go to a school dance that night. The man
that was with the lady slid the canvas bag off his shoulder and sat it on the floor. He
then reached into the bag and began pulling out small blue boxes and piling them
neatly in front of his white female companion. She spoke: "I heard about the problem that this store has been having with the black gangs around here, and I heard
about what happened here two weeks ago, the big confrontation that you had with
that one particular gang and how they promised to get even." She picked up one of
the boxes and opened it. We leaned forward and saw that the box contained a gun.
"This is a twenty-five calibet automatic pistol," she said. "I work for the Good
Sportsmen Sporting Goods Store, and I'll sell you each one of these guns for thirty
dollars. They aren't stolen and if any of you want one I must have you fill out a
receipt.''
Everyone in the store started diving into their pockets to come up with thirty
dollars. Most of them had thirty bucks, but the four who didn't borrowed it from
Hill. He in turn took it out of the cash register. With our money in our hands, we
flocked around the lady like pigeons flock to bread crumbs being thrown by someone in the park. As each one of us gave her the thirty dollars, she gave us a slip of
paper for us to sign our names on. Her black companion just watched us and shook
his head from side to side with a slight smile on his face. The only person that
didn't want a gun was Wanda. She said she didn't have any money. When Hill offered to lend her some, she refused. She said that she didn't feel like giving her
money away. "Giving your money away! Why, this is the best steal I've seen in a
long time," Hill cried. "Remember those words," Wanda told him.
After the lady collected the thirty dollars from the fifteen of us and Mr. Hill,
the black guy started to put the little blue boxes back in the bag. "Hey, we'll be
finished in a second, you don't have to hide the guns," Freddie said, as he started to
write. '' I don't need those silly-ass receipts, I need the rest of your money,'' she
replied. When we looked up, she and her companion were holding gtins on us.
HWhat the hell are you doing, bitch?" Hill cried. She answered, "I'm about to
blow you away if you call me bitch again, stupid. What in the hell does it look like
we're doing? All of you just give me the rest of your money and everything will be
smooth. While those that still had money gave it to her, somebody mumbled
"Every fuckin' week something gotta happen to us." "Yeah," Freddie agreed and
added, "Our luck is so damn bad that if Dracula ever needed blood, he'd come
straight to this damn store and in broad daylight." "He would probably be immune
to the cross,'' someone else added.
When she finished collecting from us, she walked over to the cash register and
began to empty it. Her partner kept his gun on us, but he kept looking over his
shoulder out of the front door to make sure no one walked in on them. He finally
told the lady to hurry up, that they'd been there too long. "Damn, being robbed by
a bitch," Hill muttered. The moment he said that, the lady spun around and
pointed the gun at him. Her trigger finger tightened and Hill winced, but she didn't
pull the trigger. She turned back around and asked Wanda did she have any money.
When Wanda answered no, the lady started to close the now-empty cash register
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and say something else to Wanda, but she slammed the cash register on her finger.
She yelled in pain, her nervous partner jumped, and we ducked. "Let' s go," he
yelled to her. She got her finger out of the cash register and walked from behind the
counter to her partner. She then told us, "Everybody that knows anything about
crime around here will always come to this place, simply because you all are fools,
spelled with a capital ' F. ' " As they both opened the front doors and backed slowly
out, while pointing their guns at us, they tell us that if anyone comes out of the
store they will be shot.
After the police had come to the store and made out a report and left, we began
talking among ourselves. ' ' They took fifteen hundred dollars from the store and the
last fifteen dollars that I had,'·' I told them. Before I could finish , Hill stood in front
of the front doors and started to wave his hands from side to side ' ' They took thirty
dollars from you. I had already•given you, Ricky, Jacob, and Buckeye the money
that you needed when they robbed us. That was your money and you still owe it to
me." No one said a word.
" How come nothing ever happens to Wanda? " Jacobs asked. " Cause she ' s a
witch , fool ," Freddie said. "Nothing ever happens to her, but everything happens
to us. Haven ' t you ever noticed that? "
About two months ago, a black street gang had talked , or shall I say persuaded, our
shoe store into paying protection money to them. Freddie, James, Buckeye and the
rest of us tried to convince them to just make the owner of the store pay them , that
they could get more from the richer white owner than they could from us and that
we were also poor , black, and young teenagers like they were. They sort of took our
advice; they took from both the owner and us. They didn ' t care about black or
white, the only color they cared about was mint green. Well, we resisted and told
them if they wanted our money they ' d better be willing to kick our asses and they
take it. Again they took our advice. They kicked out asses and took the money. To
make sure they collected from us that nobody escaped, they sent two of their
toughest goons to our store every pay day.
Each week we would always tell each other that we wouldn ' t get paid. Finally,
one day , Freddie walked into the store and sternly said, " I'm tired of this shit. I
ain't giving up no more money . lf I have to kill or be killed , that ' s just the way
things gonna have to be. "
He walked over to the rack of handbags and he turned and faced us. He then
reached up and parted his suit coat and both his hands and revealed the handle of a
.38 Long Smith and Western or Wesley. The name of the gun wasn ' t important, the
important thing is that he had it and it was loaded.
Since the store wasn ' t yet open to the public, all of us took seats in the empty
customer chairs and decided to listen to what Freddie had to say. Travis was the
first to speak, " Man, you can ' t do nuttin by yourself. They ' ll dog you , cause it ' s
too many of them." Freddie replied , "I was hoping that some of you would help,
but I can do it alone. David did it to the Philistines by himself! " " Who the hell and
what did David do to the Philistines by himself? " Travis asked. " You mean you
never heard of David and Goliath? " Freddie asked. "Well, I'll tell you all about
David and Goliath right now, That way you ' 11 know that anything is possible.
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'' A long, long time ago, back in the days when miracles happened quite frequently, there were two chariots approaching an intersection. When neither of them
·yielded the right of way, there was a collision. The driver of one chariot came from
Israel and the other was from Philistine. The Philistine claimed that the Israeli was
at fault and demanded that the Jew fix his chariot or be punished."
"Was the Jew insured?" James asked.
"No: now shut up and listen," Freddie answered. "'I don't know anyone who
can fix your wheels,' the Israeli told the Philistine, 'but I know someone who can
help you across the Red Sea without you getting wet, if you'd like that.' 'Piss on
the Red Sea,' the Philistine screamed in anger, 'if you don't fix my chariot, I'll go
get some of my boys to kick your ass, you no good stupid ass Jewish dog!'
"This made the Israeli mad. 'Go get your boys, and I'll go get mine, punk.
We' 11 meet you the the valley between yonder mountain over there by Ephesdammin.' You follow me so far?" Freddie asked. We all nodded affirmative, and he continued. "The next day, the armies of Israel stood on one side of the mountain and
the Philistines on the other. Just as they were about to get it on, there came a man
out of the Philistine camp. I mean he was a huge hell of a man. He was two feet
taller than Kareem Abdul Jabbar and wider than Dick Butkus. His face was
something that only a drunk plastic surgeon could create, and he (the giant) was
pissed off at the world because he couldn ' t get any girls."
"Man, ain't nobody taller than Jabbar and wider than Butkus. Freddie, you ' re
shittin' us,'' Lil Willie interrupted.
"Look in the Bible and check it out, man. I ain't gotta lie to you!" was all that
Freddie commented as he continued with the story.
"They called the big man Goliath. He didn't get his weapons from Craftsman
or True Value like all the other men. His armor _and weapons were special made for
him. No ordinary man could lift Goliath's arsenal, but they were like toys to him.
'' He walked down into the valley and yelled at the armies of the Israel, 'Any of
you dudes bad enough to kick my ass? I challenge any man in camp to go head up
with me right now.' When the armies of Israel heard this, they were afraid. After
the giant left, the two armies went at it for a while, but each time the giant
returned, the armies of the Israel would flee. This went on for forty days. Each day
the giant issued his threats, there would be no takers. Finally this youngblood named David heard the threats and decided to fight Goliath. When he told Saul, the king
of Israel, of his intentions, the king laughed. ''
Again Lil Willie interrupted, "You mean the man had the nerve to laugh, and
he was scared to fight the giant.''
"Yeah," Freddie replied. "That's the same thing David ran down to Saul. The
king told David that he was just a boy and that Goliath was a man of gangbanging,
with awesome size and power. There was no way David could beat him.
'"Goliath beat me?' David cried. 'Is you crazy, can't nobody beat me, man,
cause I'm the greatest. Why , I float like a moth and sting like a hornet. He ' ll never
catch me. I've fought lions that attacked my sheep, and I've always won. Do you
see any scratches or teeth marks on my face? No, and I'm still pretty.
'' 'Give me a few minutes with Goliath, I'll promise you that after five Goliath
won't be alive.' 'OK, OK,' Saul told David, 'you can have him tomorrow. It's your
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ass, not mine.' 'Right on,' cried David, as he walked away he kept chanting,
'Goliath will fall , Goliath will fall in five.'
"It was bright and sunny the next day, and the local odds-maker had the fight
40 to 1 odds in favor of Goliath," Freddie added.
"You mean to tell me that they had gambling in those days?" James asked.
"Yep. Anyway, when the giant appeared, making his daily threats, David took
the challenge and refused all weapons offered except a brick. When he appeared
before Goliath, the giant laughed and said 'You piece of shit, I've heard your big-ass
mouth, now let me see what you can do.'
"David replied, 'I come to you in the name of the Lord, and you will fall."'
"Did he mean Vice Lord?" Lil Willie muttered.
' ' No, fool , he was talking about God, stupid. Goliath drew his sword and
swung at David. David bobbed out of the way. Again Goliath swung at him and
again David weaved and threw his brick. Crack, the collision of brick and forehead
echoed throughout the valley. Goliath fell flat on his face and died. The Philistines
saw their champion die, and they fled in horror. The armies of the Israel went crazy
and chased the Philistines over mountains and hills. When they couldn't catch
them , they came back and tore Goliath's head, arms, and legs off. Why they did
that, I'll never know. That ' s just the way they did things in those days.
''David was still screaming, 'I told you , I'm the Greatest. Nobody can whup
me. Can ' t nobody beat me cause I'm the greatest of all time. They said I couldn ' t
kill those lions , I did it. They said I couldn't kill Goliath, I did it. Bring on Cyclops
and I'll whup him. Bring on Samson and I'll whup him. I'll whup anybody cause
I'm the greatest. "'
"You say that David threw a brick and killed Goliath, huh. It sounds like
David mighta been black, cause don't nobody throw bricks better than niggers.
Why you telling us this Freddie? Are you gonna pull a David on those dudes
today? " Lil Willie asked.
"Yeah," Freddie replied , "only I got a pistol instead of a brick. "
When the gang came, Freddie didn't do a thing. But that ' s another story.
Mr. Lil Gangster:
I know you ' re probably very busy giving orders to all of your henchmen in
that old Homan Ave. hotel , but I've got a matter of grave importance to bring to
your attention. When you laid the rules down, you said ten dollars a week. Well,
now I'm being stripped for fifteen, and I don ' t think it ' s fair. Now mind you, I'm
not saying that you ' re unfair, but I think your boys are taking more from me and
giving less to you. I don ' t want to get involved in starting anything between you
and your organization, but it ' s just that it doesn ' t seem right.
Everyone here says that something should be done against you and your gang,
and that you ' re a parasite. Now why they call you a parasite, I don ' t know. According to the dictionary , a parasite is an often harmful organism that lives on or in a
different organism. It ' s obvious that you're no harmful organism , but maybe they
meant to call you a social parasite. A social parasite is a person who habitually takes
advantage of the generosity of others without making any useful returns. I don't feel
you ' re quite that bad , but if you continue to take fifteen dollars a week from me ,
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maybe I'd consider thinking about it. I'm not saying that I would call you a social
parasite (I wouldn't want to get involved with that thought), but wouldn't you think
that there's a lot of people in this great city of ours that could fit that description?
Let me explain why I feel I'm being treated unfairly anyway. First of all, none
of us should have to pay you and your gang any money in the first place (not that's
mine). That's known as extortion, and I think that's a federal offense, but do I
report you, the Odin of your gang, to the Man? No, and I don't give your boys no
hassle, backlip or bullshit like the others. I'll tell you several incidents you should
already know about, but you should know our side of the story and maybe you '11
understand my feelings.
The first incident occurred about three weeks ago. There were four of us in the
shoe store at ten a.m. I won't tell you the other three by name, because I'm sure
you know who they are. If you don't know, the dudes you send to pick up the
money do. Anyway, we had just received and cashed our checks. The other three
salesmen started bragging about what they were going to do when your associates
arrived to claim their extorted fees. (Please note, I wasn't in that discussion.)
The store was relatively empty and with just the few of us there I guess they
were feeling kind of bold. Also, as long as your people aren't around, our salesmen
are never scared. They feel that they can kick your people's asses. The moment
your boys show up, our attitudes seem to change.
Well, this particular day was no different, so when your people came, all the
bad threats that we made never materialized. They stood outside of the store and
waited for the four of us to come out and pay them.
While they're out there waiting, we're inside the store discussing the way that
we should hand them the money. One salesman said he was going to ball the money
up and take some chewing gum and spread it all over the money. The next salesman
got ten dollars worth of pennies and said that was his payoff to your congregation.
The third salesman took out a brand new ten dollar bill and stopped within a fraction of an inch from completely halving the bill. Me, I just kept my money in my
pocket, because I thought that you deserved your money the same way that I would
want mine.
The two goons outside (no reflection on you, of course) look like typical
gangbangers. One of them is about six feet tall and weighs about 195 lbs. He is
black and has on a rather odd-looking pair of white-framed sunglasses. They' re tilted
with one side sitting higher on his face than the other, and they' re resting on a
rather large nose. His trenchcoat is nasty and his jeans are wrinkled, but he did look
like he could kill a gorilla with his oversized calloused hands. The other dude that's
with him has on a .black three-quarter-length leather coat. It has holes in both
elbows and there's a big rip where the pockets should be. I think as powerful as
your club is you should demand a better dress code. Also, you should have laid
down strict rules of daily hygiene, because the smaller hood has sleep matter that
looks at least a week old caked up in the corner of his eyes. I think this would vastly
improve the image of the organization.
As each of us leaves the store, we pay our tributes to these two people. The
taller hoodlum got mad when he received the pennies and the torn bill, but there
was nothing he could do about it. The short one received the bill with the gum on
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it. Both of them were pissed off and started to cursing and screaming threats, but
the salesmen had given them the money and walked off. Since I'm the last one to
give the money, I walked up to them and pulled out my money and started to count
out ten fresh one dollar bills. I could see that they were pissed about what had happened, and I was trying to be nice. I know someone with your dignity could respond
to this type of situation but not these two lower-class buffoons that got lucky
enough to work for you. They weren't grateful at all. In fact , they snatched all of
my money and told me that from now on I had to pay fifteen dollars a week. I
hadn ' t done a thing to deserve this inhuman treatment. Instead of fighting (and
beating both of them up) I told them that you'd hear from me about this. They just
laughed when I mentioned your name.
The second incident is when two of your people got jumped on by someone
working for the store. Since you and your gang already know who did it, I'll tell
you why it happened .
Your same two goons came into the shoe store three weeks ago and pushed
two of our salesmen around. After the hoods left, Arthur and Freddie swore that
the first chance they got they would get even. Now I'm sure you would feel the
same way. Later on that evening, after we had left work , we boarded the Madison
Street bus, our usual route home. There was Freddie, Arthur , James, and me. The
bus had only traveled two stops, and when it stopped at the second stop, who did we
see getting on? Yeah , that ' s right, your two finance clerks. They neither saw nor
looked toward the back of the bus. They grabbed a seat directly across from the rear
exit doors and lit up a couple of joints. There were maybe eight or nine other
passengers on the bus. I turned my head and began looking out of the window,
when all of a sudden and as if a silent cue was heard , James, Arthur, and Freddie
ran down the aisle to your two buddies and grabbed them . They pulled both of the
startled gangsters to the back of the bus where I'm still sitting and started to beat on
them. The bus driver pulled the bus over and let the other screaming passengers off.
He then turned to us and pleaded with both hands in the air for us to calm down. I
was calm. I was still showing my repect for your people, when Freddie actually
stood on one of the seats and began kicking his foe. Your boys were tough , as is
everyone else in your club , but my friends had maneuvered them between the seats
and were giving them both a supreme beating (even you would agree to that once
you saw their faces). Finally, I don ' t remember how , the police boarded the bus and
took us away, leaving your two friends behind. We were the ones that got charged
for breaking the peace, so you shouldn't be mad about that.
The final incident , which should serve as warning to you , was the incident that
happened to you.r gang in front of the store. You had pushed Freddie too far , and he
went and asked his cousin to help against you.
His cousin is the leader of that new black gang that has been eating and
digesting the western half of your turf. They haven ' t asked us for money but they
have asked us to join their gang. We refused , saying that if we joined their gang, we
may as well join yours , since you were here first. Anyway, his cousin sold some
guns to some of us. This is what kept your hoods at bay last week. About fifteen
members of your club came to our store looking for Arthur , Freddie, and James.
They wanted to get them for beating up those two goons of yours. Well, word had
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gotten to us through the wine vines, and all the salesmen had a meeting last Friday
after work. I can't tell you where we met, but I'll tell you that half of them were
dead serious. Everyone that had or could get a gun (eight then, but more now) promised to bring them the day your gang planned to come.
When your gang arrived at the front of the store, all the salesmen who had
guns ran to the front of the store and pulled out their pieces. The members in your
gang were surprised. They responded by revealing their guns. (Your gang had
eleven, and we had nine.) One loud noise would have created a disaster. You can't
afford to lose any of your men as long as the Supreme Gangsters were around and
growing more invincible. I can't lose any of my friends. I talked the salesmen into
not fighting if you cut down ·on your protection fees, and they agreed. Your gang
left the first chance they felt that it was safe to do so.
Now you've got to agree•! don't deserve to pay fifteen dollars a week. I've
never done nothing to you. In fact, I shouldn ' t have to pay anything, since I've actually helped you some. Ten dollars ain't nothing, though.

Yours hopefully,
Buckeye
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PLEASE STOP CRYING
Sheryl D. Cook

The room was too dim. There was a small crack of sunlight on the floor where one
of the window shades wasn ' t quite pulled completely down. The floor illuminated by
the strip of sunlight was dusty and littered with pieces of broken toy. The sour odor
of milk, as well as the vague smell of dirty diapers in a closed hamper, permeated
the room. The baby was crying-crying loud and hard , its face hidden behind a
wide-open mouth and creased cheeks. Its eyes were squeezed shut, and every once in
a while it would gasp for breath between screeches.
" Shut up in there! " A woman bellowed from the living room. She was lying
on the sofa in a raggedy chenille bathrobe, one arm behind her head, which bristled
with curlers. She was staring at a TV, its screen thick with dust. The coffee table
was strewn with pieces of newspaper which cascaded onto the floor amid shoes, dirty clothes, and empty beer cans.
Still, the baby squealed.
" I said shut up in there," she bellowed again, not removing her gaze from the
TV screen.
The living room also had a distinct odor, but it was not one of its own. It was
the smell of stale grease which grew thicker in the dining room where the breakfast
dishes were still sitting, the egg yolks quite hard on the plates and the milk curdled
in the glasses. A dirty diaper was rolled up and sitting on the tray of the high chair.
Still, the baby squealed , now quite hoarse.
The woman cursed and rose from the sofa, her robe tipping over an empty
whiskey bottle on the coffee table with a crash as she stepped over her husband ' s
greasy overalls, which lay in a wad on the stained gray carpet. She cursed again and
lumbered down the hall to the door of the baby's room.
" I told you to shut up , you little prick." She backhanded the baby. His head
shot back and hit the headboard of the crib with a loud kathunk, and he began to
cry impossibly louder and more desperately.
' 'Shut up! Shut up! '' She screamed, striking the child with a thwack, enunciating each command. The baby screamed louder still. She belted him again and
saw his nose was now bleeding, but he just kept on crying. She felt tears in her eyes
now, and she began to beg.
" Baby, oh baby. Please stop crying. Please, please, please. "
Crack, thwack , smack. The crying stopped, but the smacking continued to
crack the air as the TV blared about laundry soap.
Suddenly there was only the sound of the TV . The woman stood over the crib,
with her fingers clawing at the curlers in her hair.
"Garlic breath! Onion breath! Now there is a mouthwash that tackles even
these tough problems! '' The TV continued to chortle.
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16th STREET
LaRonn Smith

"Don't walk down 16th street unless you have your hand grenade, mace, and
pocket knife close by.' '
That's what the blind man used to tell me, whenever I stood on the corner of
16th and Pulaski. He used to sit there with his crate of peanuts and sell them, while
I waited for the bus. "Yep," he would say, in between dropping coins into his cigar
box. "I could crap right in the middle of the street, and some nigger would come
along and rip it off."
No one ever disputed the blind man ' s statements , It was true; people ripped off
anything on 16th Street. If it was locked they unlocked it. If it was closed they
opened it. And if you had the nerve to nail it down, they pulled it up. You just
couldn't keep shit! Well, since the bus wasn't coming, I sat down next to him and
listened to him talk.
He started telling me about how the street gangs were trying to run him off the
block, and how his mother has cancer, and how long it's been since he's screwed.
My bus arrived while he was waiting on a costumer, so I never got to say it
was nice talking to him. I know he didn't care anyway.
As I stepped aboard I knew there was something different. I knew this was no
ordinary bus ride. Then I took another look at the driver. It was a woman! Now on
any other street I wouldn't have given this a second thought. But this was 16th
Street! There was almost an unwritten law stating that women bus drivers never
drove the 16th Street route.
The only reason I felt safe was because it was 12:00 in the afternoon, which
meant the winos were out to lunch and the super-thugs were still in bed. Or at least
I thought.
Till this big black kid got on. He was wearing an army jacket with a patch
displaying the cross-bone symbol. His face was kind of off-center and he looked like
a combination between Muhamma d Ali and the "Hulk." He didn't bother to pay,
he just looked at the woman driver, lit a joint, and made his way to the back of the
bus.

I averted my eyes as he passed by me, and began to wonder how the woman
would handle the situation. My guess was, that she'd chalk him up as one of the
extra crazies she met in her line of work , and that she wouldn't make a big deal
about him not pqying. But she sure fooled me.
"Hey! " she called, looking down the aisle. "You didn ' t put any money in
here!"
Then I realized why she was driving the 16th Street route. She was one of those
cocky women that weren't intimidated by young punks.
The guy got up from his seat, blew out his joint, and proceeded to walk to the
front of the bus. He stared at the driver again and gave her an almost friendly smile.
That's when I noticed that his teeth were beige.
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''Do you know who I am?'' he asked her calmly.
"All I know is that you didn't put any money in here!" she said, pointing to
the cash box.
"You must not know who I am!"
His voice was getting rougher, and I started thinking maybe he was a president's son or something.
''Either put out or get out!'' she demanded.
"Well, I'll tell you who I am," he said finally, "my name is 'Crime'."
I began to hear a few snickers and giggles in the background, but I swallowed
my laugh, because now I was sure this guy was ready for the Sunshine Home.
"What?" the woman asked strangely.
"My name is 'Crime' and 'Crime' don't pay!"
His smile disappeared. And I could have sworn I saw a tint of green develop in
his face. He gave the woman one last glare and stormed toward the back of the bus.
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SHINE
Michael Clay

On the opposite side of Em's building is a vacant lot. Like all vacant lots, it accommodates a number of abandoned cars. The lot is still a bit muddy from the earlier
rain. People are constantly coming or going through the lot. It ' s a convenient short
cut to go from this block, Springfield, to the next block, which is Avers, or vice
versa.
We had sat on the porch for some time, and had begun to feel uncomfortable.
You know the feeling you get when you sit on concrete too long. I stood up to
stretch. As I was stretching I glanced across the vacant lot. There was a guy named
Shine coming from somewhere on Avers.
"Damn, Hoot, here comes ya guy."
"Who?" Hoot stood up and looked. " Man, what ' s wrong with you? You
must have a fever or something,'' he said jokingly.
"Ole crazy ass Shine, he probably just stuck somebody up. Hey, Hoot, you
hear about that fight he had last week with Chuck? ' '
"Yea, Jack, that was cold-blooded. Chuck woulda smoked his ass. "
Shine is one of the notorious neighborhood punks. He comes from a family of
ten children, of which nine are boys. Shine is located somewhere in the middle.
He's the same as all of his older brothers. They were all heavily involved with street
gangs. In fact , his oldest brother, Lil Amp, was killed a few years ago in a gun fight
with the police. It happened only three houses south of where we are now. Shine is
about 24 years old. He stands about 6' 2" and has a very dark complexion. That ' s
why we call him Shine.
Shine is constantly in trouble with the police. However, he never stays locked
up long. Most people are afraid to testify against him. Shine ' s connections and his
brother's connections are powerful enough to make a possible witness change his
mind. Shine and two of his buddies robbed Marty's grocery store last summer.
Marty was alone when the robbery occurred. They forced Marty to stand behind
the meat counter. Shine held a black .38 revolver at Marty ' s head , while his buddies
stuffed paper bags with cash and other valuables. Shine began to get nervous; his
buddies were taking too long. He turned away from Marty for a moment to see
what the delay was. Marty, seizing this opportunity, made a break for the butcher ' s
knife that was on the counter in front of him. Shine turned when he heard the
noise. He panicked. His warm sweat saturated fingers , squeezed tightly the cold
black revolver. Two shots were fired. Seconds later, Marty was lying on his back,
bleeding profusely from two holes in his chest. Almost a year later, Shine still walks
the street a free man.
Shine is closely associated with the biggest dope pusher on the West side, C.W.
Shine is his boy, so to speak. C.W. knows that Shine is crazy and would do anything
that he asked. That's why he takes care of Shine, and any one that wanted to testify
against him.
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Shine had a fight with a guy named Chuck last week. It was a rainy night. In
fact , it had rained all that day. The sewers had backed up, and each intersection
within a three block radius was practically flooded. Chuck and Shine were fighting
in the street. They were really going at it, with Chuck clearly kicking Shine' s ass.
Chuck had Shine down on his back. His huge fists struck Shine ' s face as if he was
Shine' s executioner and Shine had been found guilty of all the crimes he had ever
committed. While Chuck beat Shine mercilessly, one of Shine' s brothers came up
behind Chuck and cracked an RC bottle on the back of his wet skull. They left
Chuck lying in the street, wet, unconscious, and bleeding, while Shine and his
brother made good their escape.
Shine was also an addict: He did it all , popped pills, was a heavy drinker and
was known to shoot up often. The way he came through the vacant lot, you immediately knew he was on a wild trip. He was talking to someone, although he was
alone. The closer he got to us, the wilder he looked. His eyes were dilated to the
size of grapes. There was dried white saliva in the corners of his mouth. There were
chalky rings around his armpits from dried perspiration. Beads of sweat slowly ran
down his dark face. He was breathing very rapidly. He walked with a slow awkward
stride.
' ' Damn, man, look at him. There's no hope. If he doesn ' t kill himself soon,
somebody else surely will,'' I said coldly.
' 'For real, Jack. One day he ' s gonna pay for all the stuff he ' s done, and , man,
that ' s a hell of a price. "
Em and I watched him intensely as he walked by the porch talking to himself.
We were on guard for any of his psychotic antics, but we weren ' t afraid of Shine.
Em and I had experienced a lot ourselves growing up in the neighborhood. At
about the time that Shine walked by us, there was a lady coming from the opposite
direction. Her name is Miss Emma. She lives in the two flat down the block. Miss
Emma was walking her dog , as she usually does around this time. She didn ' t have
him on a leash. Miss Emma cautiously walked past Shine with her dog trailing.
They were in front of the building where the drunks are. Just as loud as ever, they
continued to turn up the stereo volume. The dog was a brown and white German
Shepherd about a year old. As he approached Shine, he began to get a bit irritated.
It may have been because of Shine's animal-like behavior, but whatever the reason,
the dog began to bark. Shine jumped as if he'd just awakened from a nightmare.
Miss Emma turned around, but by then the dog had snapped at Shine twice.
"Butch, Butch, come here, Butch! " She commanded. Butch must not have
heard her. He stood there flashing his long white fangs. The skin of his upper jaw
shook violently as Butch released a long savage growl. The hair along his neck and
back stood up , as if drawn by a magnet. The definition of his muscles could clearly
been seen through his shiny coat as Butch challenged Shine.
" Bitch, call yo dog ," Shine shouted insanely. The sweat continued to run
down his ebony face. The dried saliva was still trapped in the corners of his mouth.
''Bitch, call yo dog , I said! ''
Miss Emma hesitated for a moment, shocked by the way Shine addressed her.
"Bitch, I got yo bitch," she replied sternly. "I hope he bites a plug in yo ass. "
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"You betta call this goddamn dog fo I kill him ," Shine shouted. His eyes
bucked and were streaked ·with crooked red lines. '' And yo black ass, too,'' he continued.
Butch continued to growl in a low sustained tone, daring Shine to move. Shine
stood his ground.
"That's what you betta do, " Miss Emma said, " cause if you don ' t I'll kill yo
black ass. ' '
Shine looked like he suddenly lost contact with reality. He defied Butch ' s dare
and started toward Miss Emma. Butch ' s growl got louder. He lashed out with
slashing fangs at Shine' s leg. He ripped Shine' s pants leg, but that wasn't all.
Shine ' s leg began to bleed. His face twisted with pain. Shine instinctively pulled his
leg back. All the pressures and frustrations of his life seemed to take charge of his
body. He retaliated with one swift, devastating kick .
His foot caught Butch on the ear. Butch let out a howl of pain, and he was no
longer an obstacle. "I told you to call that damn dog , didn't I! I'll break yo goddam
neck! '' Shine started toward Miss Emma again.
"Come on and do it with yo tough ass," Miss Emma replied, unafraid. Shine
charged her. She backed up three steps and pulled an eight-inch knife from her
jacket pocket. "Kill me, fool, kill me! " she screamed.
The drunk guy that was under the tree had been standing there with the
others, watching. He decided to intervene, unfortunately. "Leave her alone you sonof-a-bitch! " He could barely stand up straight. "Ya leave her alone," the others
said.
"You wanna help her, huh. You wanna help the bitch, right? " Miss Emma
stood braced, with the knife in hand. "That ' s alright," Shine said. "That' s alright.
Wait till I get back. ' ' He ran past Miss Emma, allowing about six feet between the
two of them. She was ready to defend herself with or without help. Shine ran back
through the vacant lot towards Avers.
Miss Emma called her dog and started back home, cursing Shine as she walked ,
calling him everything but a child of God . Em and I were still on the porch.
"You see that, man? " Em said with the combination of a joking and serious
tone. ''Shine knew what time it was with Miss Emma. ' '
"I'm hip, she woulda sliced his mug up," I replied. Although we joked about
it, we both knew Shine. For that reason alone, we shared the feeling that it wasn ' t
over yet.
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GATHERING EGGS
Mary Ellen Sand

The weathered , cracked red paint of the barn stared back at her as she pulled open
the squeaky door . Weeds still damp with dew brushed against her toes as she
entered the coop.
Inside it was still dark , except for the few shafts of sunlight that crept between
the boards of the walls. Chicken feed and neatly tied bundles of hay sat in a corner
along with a pitchfork, shovel, and the wire egg basket. She bent over to pick up the
egg basket, inhaling the rich, thick smell of hay mingled with the equally thick smell
of chicken crap.
A wire wall with a flimsy-looking door made from wire and wood separated the
roosting section from the entrance of the barn. Struggling with the latch on the
door , she noticed the shiny silver wire. Eventually, it would look the same as the
decrepit wire that formed the outside pen. She left the wire door open and entered
the roosting section. Chickens clucked contentedly, some pecking at seed on the
ground , while others waddled aimlessly. Several chickens were still in the roost
against the wall, looking like keys in the little compartments of a hotel lobby. Straw
poked at her ankles as she walked around taking the morning census of the
chickens, and chicken crap oozed between her toes. When she wandered around the
cow shed , she wore her army boots. She looked down at the floor , searching for
eggs laid by obstinate chickens that wouldn ' t lay them in the roost. She spotted
several, and made her way towards them. Most of the chickens laid brown or coffeecolored eggs. For some reason people from the city preferred buying the brown eggs
over the white, because as one man had put it: ''The brown ones are more natural,
and better for you. " The woman laughed to herself, if she could sell a dozen brown
eggs for a dime more than the white, what could she get if she dyed them green or
purple ?
She collected the eggs slowly, taking time to scrape off some of the hay and shit
that stuck to the fragile shells. Gently she placed them in the basket. Satisfied that
she had gotten all of the eggs off the floor, she approached the roost. One of her
favorite games with the chickens was trying to reach under them and get the egg
without disturbing them. Murmuring words of reassurance , she stroked the feathers
of the first chicken; its eyes stared at her blankly. Carefully she reached under the
chicken, trying to find the egg in the warm hay. She nudged the chicken and moved
on to the next. Not finding an egg was disappointing, but it was better than
reaching under the chicken and coming up with a handful of shit. The next chicken
eyed her suspiciously as she reached underneath it and grasped the warm , fragile

oval it protected. As the woman brought her hand from underneath the chicken, it
pecked her hand. The woman groaned as she heard the crack of the egg, and felt the
oozing warmth of it spread between her fingers along with the cracked edges of the
shell. No matter how many times it happened , she always squeezed when the
chicken pecked her hand. It wasn ' t painful, it was just unexpected. She wiped her
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hand off on her pants and moved on. The next box was empty, but two eggs were
nestled together in the hay. It made up for the one she had broken. Outside it was
growing light, and she could see the chickens in the outside pen scratching and
pecking at the ground, and the deep blue sky showing through the branches of the
trees. It would be a sunny day, but a little on the cool side. She hummed to herself
as she collected the rest of the eggs. Some were hidden under the hay, and others sat
in plain view, looking like little bald-headed men staring out at her from the roost.
Once all the eggs were collected, she put down the basket and walked to the far
right side of the coop. There stood the incubator. In it, underneath a warm light,
chirped the little chicks. They looked like fuzzy yellow tennis balls with eyes and
stubby little legs. She picked one up and laughed at the way its little beak opened
and closed as it chirped. Soon they would be laying eggs, pecking at her hands, and
waddling around the coop. For now, they were little playthings. She set the chick
back in the incubator, while the others looked at her curiously. She walked out into
the pen. A few roosters strutted around the pen, while the chickens pecked and
waddled and made their indescribable sounds. She didn't see any eggs, so she walked
back through the coop, said good-bye to the chickens and closed the doors.
Once outside, she looked at her feet. They looked as if she were wearing snow
shoes. Chicken crap and hay clung to her feet and tickled between her toes. The air
outside was warmer now, and the pinks and purples of the sky earlier had changed
into a vibrant blue.
She walked to the rusty pump that stood in front of the garden. The cement
base of the pump was cracked and chipped after so many years, but it still worked.
She picked a piece of straw off her foot and ran it under the edges of her fingernails
to get the crud out from underneath them. Then she moved the arm of the pump
slowly, and a stream of cold water emerged from its mouth, increasing as she
pumped. She reached into her back pocket and pulled out a toothbrush. She held the
toothbrush between her teeth as she reached down and grabbed an egg with one
hand and pumped with the other. The pump squeaked as she moved the arm up and
down, seeming to groan with exertion. A few good pumps was usually enough to
keep the water going to scrub one egg. Once the flow was steady, she took the
toothbrush from her mouth and gently scrubbed the egg, making sure it was clean.
After scrubbing it, she laid it on the grass next to the pump. She continued the process until the basket was empty, and her hands were numb from the cold water. By
this time, the bottoms of her pants were soaking wet, and her snowshoes had melted
into a brown river around the drain embedded in cement at the base of the pump.
Carefully placing the eggs back in the wire basket, she walked back towards the
house, glancing at the garden, shuffling down the path, vaguely award of the dampness underneath her feet.
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WARD HEELER, 51ST WARD DEMOCRATIC ORGANIZATION
Andrew Hyzy

Dear Sir,
I want to be a garbage man.
There comes a time in everyone's life when they realize that they haven't lived
up to their own expectations. One will wake up some morning and realize that life is
but an empty shell, a skeleton of what it could be. There are many reasons for this:
dissatisfaction with one's work, love life, social standing, financial position,
whatever. The reason really doesn't matter. What matters is that there is a feeling
in the pit of one's stomach that loudly proclaims Failure. I implore you, please continue reading and let me explain my position.
First of all, and most importantly, I am a true-blue, loyal Democrat. You will
recall, sir, that I was a senior in high school and not yet eligible to vote when I first
volunteered to work for the Democrats. At that time I did not have a city job and
could have quite easily told you to ring your own doorbells, put up your own
posters, do your own campaigning. But I didn't; quite faithfully I stuffed envelopes
with campaign literature and sealed them until my tongue resembled a spoon dripping with congealed gravy. I rang doorbells for days on end, relentlessly urging people to support you at the polls. I went into houses that resembled Hiroshima after
the bomb; I was attacked by mangy vicious dogs; I was insulted by vindictive
Republicans who would boldly slam their front doors in my face, making me feel
humiliated and ashamed. I brazenly wore your campaign buttons as I stood in the
hot sun, passing out literature on street corners, the victim of verbal abuse from all
angles. I didn't even stop when I was mistaken for an immigration agent and shot at
by a group of illegal Mexican aliens who quickly scurried under beds and behind
curtains when they saw me at the door of their hacienda. Time and time again I
listened patiently as people crabbed about dead trees, potholes, broken curbs, rats,
busing, the Arab-Israeli conflict, snow removal, mortgage rates, and garbage cans.
In the dead of night I went through the neighborhood, ripping down your opponent's campaign posters and replacing them with yours. I even hung them where it
said "POST NO BILLS UNDER PENALTY OF LAW" on the walls. In short, sir,
I busted my behind to help you get elected. On election day I stayed at the polls
from 6:00 A.M. until 6:00 P.M., being careful to stay 100 feet from the entrance so
there would be no trouble and your name wouldn't be blackened. I patiently helped
old people crippled with arthritis out of their house, into my car, out of my car, into
the polling place, and back again. I said nothing when they complained about the
cleanliness of my car and then proceeded to ash their cigarettes on my car floor.
When the election was over, and the results were in, there was nobody happier than
me when you won. This was several years ago, sir, and I have been doing it ever
since. Every time there has been an election I have frantically worked like a peasant
for the Regular Democratic Organization. I have bought tickets to your annual golf
outing, four of them each year at $ 30. 00 each, and I don't even golf. I, sir, am a
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Democrat's Democrat. I stood in line for four hours in below-zero weather to view
the body of the late Richard J. Daley. Don't I deserve to be a garbage man?
Sir, I was born to be a garbage man. I am eminently qualified for this position.
As a child, my favorite pastime was going through alleys, excitedly poking through
muddy coffee grounds, saturated Tampax and moldy blue vegetables, seeking some
sort of treasure. My parents' and grandparents' homes still bear evidence of these
worthy scavenger hunts. On my grandmother's coffee table rests a large green pottery ashtray in the shape of a leaf that I distinctly remember taking from a garbage
can at 88th and Kenwood in my youth. I am not afraid of dirt, sir, especially when
it's useful dirt. I live for garbage, sir, and to be quite frank with you, I can no longer
tolerate the job I have now. For four years I have been working steady midnights at
Police Headquarters. My social life is suffering, the pay I receive is barely enough to
live on, and worst of all, I have a desk job in an office with five women and four
men. I have done good work where I'm at, exceptionally good work, and I don't
steal paper clips, ashtrays, rubber bands, and toilet paper like some of my coworkers, yet have been passed over every time a promotion has come through. I'm
trying to finish school and can take only one course per semester. I don't want to
leave the city, sir, but I'm afraid that if I don't get something better in the employ
of the city, I will have to look elsewhere, possibly in private industry.
In closing, I would like to thank you for reading this, and express my appreciation for anything that you can do to help. As one of your better campaign workers,
I feel that I can rest assured that I will be hearing from you soon.

Yours very truly,
Andrew F. Hyzy
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DEARP.P.
John Reichanadter

Dear P.P.,
As I sit here with idle time on my hands, I'm reminded of you and some of the
good ole days back at Purdue. Though it has been only a short time since I have
left, I am surprised how little I remember of what went on there, how little impressed me or registered in my mind at all. My memories of Purdue are a jumble of
stuffy, box-like classrooms, boring assignments, failures in my chemistry class, and
teachers, with few exceptions, characterized only by varying degrees of mediocrity. I
always escaped from this unending dullness through daydreaming, which always
seemed to be more interesting than anything happening in class.
I remember doing much of this daydreaming in my English 101 class, which
very possibly could be the most uninspiring class ever created. The teacher, Mr.
Stuber, with his teeth yellowing and rotting away in this head from that pipe, constantly strove to outdo himself by devising trite assignments and dull discussions.
The class was conducted on a level highly suitable for seventh or eighth graders; absolute quiet and order were maintained at all times. In discussions and written
assignments, it was perfectly permissible to disagree with the teacher's viewpoint, as
long as you were willing to accept a low "B " or a "C. " Most of us quickly learned
Mr. Stuber ' s likes and dislikes.
The class was divided between nonparticipants, who couldn ' t care less and
showed it, and participants, who looked eager and sincere and who always contributed to the class discussions. I was a nonparticipant, but got along by looking interested . The guy who sat in front of me was definitely a nonparticipant, as well as
being the only interesting thing about the class. He was quite unusual, with his long
dark hair reaching halfway down his back, sideburns almost reaching his jaw, and
his dark eyes. He wore flared jeans with strips of braid around the cuffs, and a long
tunic shirt, unusual for a school as conservative as our Purdue. He spent the class
reading or looking out the window. Sometimes he looked at the teacher with a halfsmile. Obviously, he was not one of Mr. Stuber' s favorites. He seldom called on him
and usually ignored him completely. One day he did ask him to contribute
something to the discussion at hand , something he probably still regrets.
We were discussing the housing issue on campus, a topic that was in the news
almost every day. A class discussion usually meant a dialogue between Stuber and
his favorite parti~ipants, all of whom said precisely what he wanted to hear. An AllAmerican blond kid , a member of the student housing committee, the University
newspaper, and the swimming team , talked about the inability of students to create
constructive solutions to the housing problem. Mr. Stuber smiled approvingly. A
few other students contributed, while others yawned , gazed out the window , or did
other homework. Stuber began calling on people. He looked in my direction, and I
was afraid that I would be next. But instead he called on the guy in front of me and
asked him what he thought of the housing situation.
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He put down the copy of "The Purdue Exponent" he had been reading, looking annoyed at the interruption. He sighed loudly and asked him to repeat the question.
Stuber glared at him and said, '' I asked for a comment, a positive, concrete
statement concerning the subject we have been discussing for the past fifteen
minutes. Anyway, some of us have been discussing it. I presume the rest of you
have more interesting things to do. ''
"Damn straight. " He looked at Stuber as if he were a fly in his soup.
"Couldn' t care less about you, your class, or housing at this dump. Just here for a
laugh. '' At that he picked up his text and let it sail through the air in the direction
of the window. The glass shattered and fell onto the floor in little pieces. Everyone
stopped doing homework and yawning and turned around to stare. The jerk that
just broke the window calmly sat back down as if nothing happened and started to
read again.
Once Mr. Stuber regained his cool, order soon prevailed again in English 101.
The radical dropped the class, and Stuber began to regain some of his shattered confidence in his teaching methods. Having provided the only memorable incident of
my first semester, the class once more became just another hour of daydreaming.
Here at Columbia things are quite different. Everybody seems to be off the
wall. Anyway , that's another story for another time. Just thought I'd share a
memory with you.
Take it easy and hang in there.

JR
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DEFLATE-A-CHILD
Franella Smith

Ladies, do you have to turn down dinner invitations and stay home from parties
because you don ' t have a babysitter? Cheer up, new Deflate-A-Child is here. Yes,
Deflate-A-Child, which enables you to temporarily deflate your child or children
safely and effectively with no harm to them. It's patented for NOT causing phobias,
insecurities, brain damage, asthma, discoloration, lung defects, cavities, pimples,
grey hair , increase or decrea~e in urination, hepatitis, loss of appetite, ptomaine
poisoning, rabies , salmonella, fleafestation, amnesia, rust, skin cancer, bacterial infections, constipation, alcoholism, arthritis, ring around the collar, diarrhea, soap scum,
jaundice, blindness, deafness, dumbness, stupidity, veneral disease, cramps, ticks,
hemmorhoids, swelling, body odor, bad breath, sex changes, dry skin, hair loss,
homosexuality , drug addiction, or a taste for liver.
What it will do is keep your child quiet and safe while you ' re away, without the
expense of a baby sitter. All you do is attach the Deflate-A-Child corkscrew to your
child ' s navel, turn , and pull. Your child will deflate right before your eyes. Once
deflated , your child can be neatly folded and stored as would any article of clothing
in a drawer, or placed on a hanger.
To inflate, simply follow the directions on the Inflate-A-Pump included in the
kit. To inflate, just pump as you would any bicycle tire.
Yes, Ladies, Deflate-A-Child is for you. Order now!
To order, just send $9.95 to:
Free At Last
P.O. Box 1313
Neglect, Michigan 12345
CAUTION: When deflating, be sure to keep a tight grip on your child or else
pressure of air escaping will send child flying around the room.
WE ARE NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR DAMAGE TO WINDOWS, WALLS , OR
TO CHILDREN CAUSED BY CUSTOMERS NOT HEEDING WARNING!
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AFTER THE RACE
David Drizner

You come back, covered head to toe with dirt. Run your tongue over your teeth
and it tastes like chalk. Turn your head to either side and you get a scratching
sound from the grit in the creases of your neck rubbing against the helmet. Dirt, it
seems, has permeated everything.
You kill the bike twenty feet from the car and coast in, jumping off and leaning
it against the car in one smooth, nonchalant motion. Your knees are weak, like they
were rubber, and it's hard to stand for a moment. The vibration of the bike still
rumbles through your body, shaking you from the top of your head to the bottom
of your feet. Your side aches, throbbing pain, and you stand with your knees
slightly bent.
They'll come up to you, crowd around you, asking questions: "How'd you
finish? Hey, we saw you drop it in the berm, man, you OK? Did you see that guy
almost kill your ass?" and so on and so on. The blood is pounding in you, and you
can feel it in your ears, but the motorcycles in your head overpower everything else.
Voices sound like hollow echoes under the helmet and you scarcely notice them.
Your hands feel clammy and you must take off the gloves before doing anything
else. Unsnap the wristcords, and pull each finger a little, individually, to loosen the
glove. It'll now slide off easily. Your hands feel cool exposed to the air. It's the
sweat that makes them feel that way. Flex them once of twice to limber them up,
work the stiffness out. They're cramped in a round position. Gripping the
handlebars for twenty minutes or so will do that.
You're actually aware of a pain below your navel and to the right a little. It's a
tight kind of pain, like a rubber band twisted as far as it will go. It's bothering you a
lot, straining to be relieved, demanding your full attention, but not just yet. There
are other things you must see to first.
The next piece of business is taking off the helmet. You unsnap the chinstrap
and the click it makes is clearly heard under the helmet. Next, you take off the goggles by pulling them out far enough so you can get them up and over the brim. The
elastic band that goes around the back of your head will now slide up and forward,
no doubt catching a lock of your hair in the metal clip and ripping it out. Now, by
prying your thumbs under your ears, you can spread the helmet enough to lift it off.
It comes off, pulling your hair with it. That first rush of fresh air is pure pleasure.
You 're grimy and sweaty and maybe 90 degrees hot under the helmet, but thesecond you take it off and feel that rush of cool air on your head, it's as if God himself
has breathed new life into you. The air blows your hair and you run your fingers
through it, scratching and rubbing the scalp. Why? Because it feels good. You shake
your head from side to side, sending a shower of sweat onto anyone unfortunate
enough to be standing nearby. The perspiration that has accumulated high on your

forehead, just under the hairline, now drips freely into your eyes. Someone hands
you a clean rag and you wipe your face vigorously with it, trying to get the circula-
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tion back, and at the same time erase the red lines the goggles leave around your
eyes and over your nose.
You spit a couple of times. It ' s a luxury you can't afford during the race
because you wear a mask, like the ones old ladies wear in the winter. It ' s supposed
to filter the dirt and dust from the air you breathe, but they ' ve yet to come up with
one that ' s as good as they'd like you to think. You spit, and it's black. Blow your
nose, and it ' s black, too.
Dirt seems to have found its way into every opening, every crevice, and every
crease of your body. It ' s as if the sweat and grime have given you a second skin, one
you ' d like to just peel off and climb out of.
You ' ve only started changing, but already you feel 100% better. You still have
to take off your shirt (the hair on your chest is matted down from the sweat and the
breeze chills you), stomach support (now your stomach can return to its more
natural state of hanging over your waist), the pants (the hair on your legs is stringy
wet and you get goose bumps when the wind blows), and the steel-shinned boots
(you bend your feet forward and back and make little circles from the ankles. Also ,
you can stretch your toes apart now, and if that doesn ' t sound like anything to get
excited about to you , just try going without it for a while. Like, wrap them up with
a rubber band or something. Soon enough you ' ll see what I mean).
Taking off your gear is a metamorphosis of sorts. You feel like a caterpillar
coming out of his cocoon , the mummy unraveling. You no longer feel restricted,
constricted, rightened, tightened , straightened, strengthened, and protected. You' re
like a new person. Someone hands you the Gatorade, and although you hate the
taste, it feels real good going down. It's cooling off your insides and quenching the
one-hell-of-a-thirst you ' ve worked up in the last half hour. There ' s one last detail
you can take care of now. The one thing bothering you the most the whole race,
the one thorn in your side, can finally get your full attention. You straighten up, excuse yourself from everyone , and make your way in the direction of the bathrooms.
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THE RASCALS
Kathleen Disher

I grew up in the house on Dayton street, and as far back as I can remember, there
was always Mr. Spena. He was a grey-haired man of about fifty with teeth like
yellow popcorn kernels. He sat on his porch and smoked all day and drank large
amounts of beer. He never seemed to leave his house. You would think that with no
exercise and all that beer he would have grown fat. But he was skinny and as brown
as a berry.
He used to ask me to sing, and I would ask him what he wanted to hear. He'd
say, "Sing 'Far, Far Away,"' and giggle mischievously. He always told me I was
pretty-pretty ugly, and that if I didn't stop growing I would never find a husband
taller than me.
My father told me that Mr. Spena's wife had died when I was about four. I
don't remember her, but I do remember their rusty old mutt named Sally. Sally
looked sort of like Jed Clampett's hound dog, and like Mr. Spena she rarely got up.
When someone, such as the mailman, came up to the gate, Sally would yelp out the
obligatory bark and drop her head back down on the porch.
In all the years I knew Mr. Spena I never went into his house. We went up to
his house once in a while and he'd give us pop bottles to take to the store. He
would tell us to spend the money on the red jellied candy that stuck our jaws
together. Sometimes we'd go to pay his light bill at the drugstore and wait politely
for our tip. Sometimes he'd give us a nickel, and other times he would just look at
us questioningly. But we went just the same, hoping for our nickel on our return.
Mr. Spena was notoriously cheap. My father used to say he was a penny pincher but my mother said no, that he was just thrifty like all Polish people. I really
didn't understand what they meant at the time, but I know now that it stuck in my
mind. It was early in the morning a few days before Christmas and as it was too
cold to get out of bed, I cuddled up to my little sister and tried to get back to sleep.
Then I heard the mailbox slam. I was expecting my annual underwear from Aunt
Virginia, so I was in no hurry to get up, but still I had the flickering hope of receiving a toy, so I jumped out of bed and into my slippers and went downstairs and
opened the door. There was no package, just a spot where a box had been left an impression on the freshly fallen snow. I was looking around and freezing my toes off
when I saw footprints from our front door to Mr. Spena' s house. I turned red with
embarrassment from what I was thinking and I went upstairs and jumped on my
sister. Had Mr. Spena stolen my underwear?
I waited and waited for it to come but it never did. I wrote Aunt Virginia a
note, thanking her effusively for the white cotton panties. Later she wrote back, saying she was glad I liked them so much and that she would remember that next
Christmas.
I didn't speak to Mr. Spena for a month, and I devised elaborate plans for a
way to get into his house. Upon discovering my underwear I would hold it up to his
face and say, "Hah!" I stopped doing that when my lost underwear came in July,
and for as long as I could keep it up, I gave my parents the cold shoulder.
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As I grew older I saw Mr. Spena less and less. He didn't come out of his house
as often to sit on the porch, and he looked even skinnier than before. Then one day
he hobbled over to our front door and told us that he was going into the hospital
because he had circulation problems. He said he wanted us to watch his house and,
like good neighbors, we did.
He never came back. And like some thieves in the night a new family moved
in: a doctor , his fat wife, Anna, two small brats, and a furry little mongrel named
Suzy, which had the head of a rat, the body of a lamb, the tail of a pig, and the
disposition of a petulant child. I missed Mr. Spena. There were rumors that he had
died, or went to live with some brother in Arkansas. My father called the hospital
to find out for sure what had happened. They said that he had had both of his legs
amputated and that he was now in a nursing home on Oak Street. I cried very hard
that night, praying to God for forgiveness.
I went to see him about a year later, armed with candy and daisies. As I walked
through the corridors to his room I almost vomited. There was a smell of blood and
urine, and the pale green walls had a thick film of grime on them. As I went on, I
peeked into the rooms, and skinny old men with no teeth peered back at me. I heard
moaning from somewhere down the hall. I walked more quickly and grew more
rigid as I approached room 532.
The door was open. I walked in cautiously. There were two old men in there,
and the television was blasting out the laughter of cartoons. The men were lying
down in bed with their heads propped with huge, stiff pillows. I really couldn't tell if
they were watching television or not. Mr. Spena sat in a wheelchair by the window.
I could see his profile. His face had not changed much, and he was smoking one of
his skinny cigars. I walked up to him and tapped him on the shoulder. He said , "Hi
there, cutie!" My sigh was a burst of relief. I asked him how he was and told him
that I missed him , that we all missed him. He then looked at me curiously and said
he didn't remember my name. Kathleen, I said. He nodded and put a finger to his
temple and said he was always forgetting things.
We talked about the operation, and he said that he really didn ' t mind not having legs since he never used them anyway. The only problem , he said , was that he
couldn ' t drink too much beer because it was hard to get someone to bring him to
the bathroom. I asked him if he was happy here and he said no , that he was bored
and didn ' t have anything to do.
He then lifted up his hospital gown and revealed two hideously purple stumps.
I let none of my shock and revulsion show, and in the family tradition I remarked
that they did a pretty nice job. He agreed with me and admitted that it could have
been worse.
I said I had to go but that I would see him again soon. He thanked me for the
candy and daisies and said he wished he was a few years younger.
I was turning to leave when he confessed that he really didn ' t remember me,
but he liked me and wanted me to come back. Impulsively I kissed him on his
forehead. He giggled and said , "Wait till I tell the boys! " As I walked out I looked
at "the boys," with their emaciated bodies and hung heads with that pained look of
endurance.
What could you tell these boys?
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THE TOUGH PRIVATE EYE:
I, VENGEAN CE
Joseph Friedlander

I was feeling tough. Really tough. This punk ' d come up to me on the street and
tried to stick me, take my money. I whipped the knife out of his hand, smashed a
garbage can lid on his skull.
The punk staggered. I ripped my pistol out of my shoulder holster and whipped
the cold metal butt against his cranium. You could hear the ringing of heavy metal
and the crunching of bone, like dense snow, underfoot. I kicked him in the head; the
punk looked like he was gonna drop, so then I kicked him against the alley wall. He
retched, then fell to the ground. I was still sore at him, so I took a hammer and
methodically smashed every bone in both his hands. I kept hitting him, whipping his
skull once or twice when he tried to move. His hands felt baggy, heavy, filled with
dense mush, like soft, blue-colored skin pouches filled with soft, bulging, limp
spaghetti, or better yet, elbow noodles, and the spaghetti sauce kept leaking out. The
hands felt soft and warm, but the guy (even after I'd whacked his brain with the
hammer) moaned with pain as I touched his hands. He'd be crippled for life. But
just to get even, I smashed his feet, giving them the slow, methodical beating treatment. Then I took the knife he'd tried to gut me with and slit HIS belly, the full
length, from the base of the neck to the edge of the scrotum. Then I reached my
dirty hands into the delicate line of welling red blood. I ran my hands along the
gushing red seam and ripped it open, feeling the skin tear loose, like plastic wrapping film. His red guts lay exposed. I noticed the neat symmetry of his intestinal
structure. When he moved and moaned with pain, even the hammer on the head
couldn't anesthetize the punk, so I might as well have fun.
So I gaily festooned his intestines and the gunky clear lubrication that keeps
them apart all over the alley, like garlands; the 20-foot-long organ went back and
forth and down and around. It looked nice. Pretty. It reminded me of my home
when I was a kid, before my mother went stark raving mad and smashed everything
in the kitchen and put her head in the oven and turned on the gas and lit it. Every
day after they carried that ghastly smoking corpse out, Pa'd whip us good , three
times a day, smashing booze bottles over our heads to open them, until one day I
got smart and slashed his throat and laughed while he crawled around bleeding to
death. But this was no time for sentimentality. So I found a rusty, filthy, smelly
cat's food can lid, and slit his whole intestines like a long snake, and put pigeon's
and dog's droppings in it to infect it with peritonitis, and then sprinkled ground
glass in there, just to make sure. The limp organ was almost as limp as the punk
was. But I had to get even. So I shot off his balls one at a time, holding the .44
magnum right up to them. They flew in an arch and landed 40 feet away, 5 feet
apart. Then I stomped on his guts and flattened them, like I'd stomped on his face
before with my spiked boots. I took the punk's money and laughed all the way to
the bank. Don't mess with me.
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So my secretary tells me (when I get back to that lousy dump I call an office)
that the cops are after me again; chief's on the line. I pick up the phone. "For godsakes, you bastard, why ' re you always bothering me? "
" There ' s a few questions we ' d like to ask you about this corpse whose guts we
found landscaping an alley. ''
' 'Hell, he hit me first. ''
'' Sounds okay to me.'' He hung up. Damn right it did. No one tries to hurt
me and lives to tell about it. Except dames, of course. Once one slapped me, and I
felt mad enough to kill her. I didn ' t, of course. But just to get even , I burned out
one of her soft blue eyes with a red-hot branding iron. But sentimental thinking
makes me feel mushy.
I went back to my secretary 's desk. She was suddenly dressed in a embarrassing
state of negligee, her pink cheeks blushing, or maybe flushed with excitement.
" Subtle, ain ' cha? " I observed.
"Don ' t talk , Boss. " Her voice was a throaty whisper. I asked her , " Want me
to? ''
'' Yeah.'' And so I tied her down and beat her up. Nothing permanent. About
an hour after nightfall, she couldn't take any more. It was hard to quit, but I did. I
ripped off the ropes, and she runs out, putting on her dress , yelling, " You ' re sick! "
I never did understand dames. She ran out the door. " Bring back cigarettes! " I
yelled after her.
The office was dark. I'd been too busy to turn the light on. The neon sign from
the hotel across the street flashed thru the Venetian blinds, illuminating the office,
slats of light at weird angles falling across everything.
It was late. I wondered if she was coming back. I put on the radio , waited for it
to warm up. " I'll Get By " played , reminding me of the war. It as lonely in the office . "I'll get by/Oh me oh my, oh, ooo/hm hm hmmm hm hm-hm ... " Then all of
a sudden I wasn ' t alone anymore. I heard the beating of one of those Navy war
surplus helicopters coming closer. It was silhouetted against the skylight, the rotors
beating. Men were climbing down a rope ladder. Then a foot smashed through the
skylight , a shout, " He ' s here, " and a live Molotov cocktail comes through the
glass. I caught it , like I'd once caught a Jap grenade, and threw it back up. It landed
in the helicopter , and set the whole thing on fire , in a great big whoooshing fireball .
It was sucking the air out of the office, I could hardly breathe. The whomp of the
billowing orange fireball blew a flaming corpse through the remains of the skylight;
I lit my last cigarette on him and took a drag. As the helicopter crashed on the roof,
the fuel tanks burst, sending a waterfall of yellow flame , magical in its contrast with
the dark office, .d own onto the corpse. I stepped back as the flames poured down and
filled my office, blocking off the door. My office was filled with the searing blast of
heat , and three more hoods, on fire , were swept into the room from the collapsing
debris of the roof. They screamed, dancing with pain from the fire. I laughed as I
shot them. I could feel the gleam on my eyes, as though I was myself from outside.
Then the flames surged up on all sides, and the walls of the office fell away in the
distance, and the flames grew more orange than yellow , but just as searingly hot.
All around me, as far as I could see, is endless flam e; above it is endless black. But,
Hell , I'm tough.
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HOW TO MAKE THE MOST OF YOUR ELEVATOR RIDE
April Barron

Picture yourself in this situation: you stare ahead in an absent-minded fashion as the
elevator car hums hypnotically. Suddenly, out of the corner of your eye, you notice
that the man next to you tenses, then begins to rip off his shirt. Just before he flings
himself out of the now-open doors, you catch a glimpse of a red "S" emblazoned
on his chest. Far-fetched? Perhaps. But those who walk into elevators expecting
nothing will probably find just fhat- nothing. On the other hand, if the thought of
total strangers being thrown together in a small enclosed space seems to be the stuff
of which real-life dramas are made, then you should cease taking elevator rides for
granted. Almost everyone has ridden on an elevator. Many ride them every day- in
stores, in office buildings, in apartment houses. If you spend an average of one
minute a day riding elevators, by the end of a year you have invested over six hours.
And just how have you spent those precious hours? Shifting your weight from foot
to foot, then up again? No more. Starting with your next elevator ride, you can
begin to utilize, as well as enjoy, your elevator time.
First of all, always be aware of your fellow passengers. As you wait for the
elevator to arrive, quietly size up the people nearest you . If the man carrying that
large, pointed umbrella has you worried, now is the time to reposition yourself
while you have the room. As those elevator doors open, why not smile a warm
greeting to those disembarking? They have had their adventure; now it is your turn.
When the time comes to enter the car, be careful not to elbow anyone aside. Such
actions often create a hostile elevator atmosphere. Remember , you are all in this
together.
With practice and forethought , you can maneuver yourself into an elevator
position that you can enjoy. If you like a sense of power, simply stand next to the
control buttons. As you skillfully carry out the floor requests of those in the back,
you will silently be labelled "car leader. " On the other hand, if you prefer to simply
lean back without a care, perhaps you are a corner person. Those intrigued by new
hairstyles should also retire to the rear. If you enjoy a "mingling party" atmosphere, you may be happiest in the middle of the car with the other passengers
crowded around you. Of course, spatial relationships will vary with the number of
passengers present, but these variables are what make each elevator trip you take
umque.
You have found your spot, the doors close, and the elevator begins its ascent or
descent, whichever the case may be. Now what? Relax. If that dentist office type
music is playing, just let it flow over you. Now is the ideal time for you to mentally
organize activities for the future, or put them in perspective at the end of a hectic
day. Or do yourself a favor and let your mind go blank. After all, you are literally
cut off from the outside world, so empty it. An elevator ride offers much-needed
meditative moments in everyone ' s schedule. Take advantage of this modern-day
haven, and if you seem to arrive at your floor too soon , keep going.
To completely utilize your elevator time, get in touch with people, as well as
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with yourself. An elevator car is the ideal place for people watching. The cast of
characters includes both the young and old, the fat and thin, the patient and cranky,
a mixed bag in motion. If you enjoy studying human behavior, try making eye contact with as many people in the car as possible, and note how many either quickly
glance away or return your look with a smile. The elevator can also be a useful tool
for renewing friendships, especially mere acquaintances. Too busy to stop by a coworker's office or neighbor's apartment? Make it a point to "run into" him or her
while you are both waiting for the elevator. The time it takes to reach your destination should allow you to catch up on the most noteworthy news items, and to make
further plans if so desired. Now that you are taking care of old acquaintances, zero
in on possible new ones. Elevator friendships have been known to blossom, the
longer the ride the better. Many people leave Sears Tower elevators exchanging
recipes and phone numbers. Above all, never forget "The Lady and the Tiger"
mystery of those ever-opening elevator doors. Who will enter next-a long-lost
friend or an irate ex-spouse? Feel the excitement mount as the doors hypnotically
slide back and forth, back and forth. Mr. or Mrs. Dreamboat enters, murmurs, "Excuse me," and the rest, as they say, is elevator history.
If you are wondering if any of the aforementioned elevator tips apply to you,
think back to the last time you felt like you were in a rut. It is up to you to inject
some variety into those little rituals you perform automatically day in and day out.
Remember, it is usually best to start small, so even if you cannot change your
lifestyle, you can change you attitude. Add some dimension to those daily tasks you
always take for granted. You are not an automaton, so avoid acting like one. Use
your mind, your imagination. Usually it is the smallest pleasures that help you
through the day.
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A MAN AND A WOMAN GET HITCHED
John Broderick

A man, having smashed his Pinto into a woman's Seville, was so overcome by her
beauty and anger that he fell madly in love with her and wanted her hand in marriage. The woman was totally surprised, but at last agreed that they had a future
together. So they go married, and went to live in the man's one-bedroom condo on
Sheridan Road.
"We must save money for the future," said the woman, "or we shall have no
budget. And you, my loving husband, must not stir out, for you must keep studying
those law books if you are ever to become a successful lawyer.'' So they took
counsel together and decided to open up a joint bank account. Then they could not
decide which bank to open it at, but after long consideration, the woman said,
"There could not be a better place than the First National, for it is so close to the
hub of fine stores and restaurants." So they decided to open the account there and
to not touch it unless they really needed it. But before long the woman was seized
with a desire to go shopping.
"Listen to me, my dear husband," said she. "I have some sad news. My uncle
has choked on an olive pit and died. The funeral is today and I must attend it. So let
me go to it, and you stay at home and study your law books.''
"Oh yes, certainly," answered the man. "Pray go, and by all means, please
give my condolences. And when you are at the luncheon, feasting on all good
things, think of me. I should so like a thick juicy filet.''
But there was not a word of truth in all of this. The woman had no uncle who
choked on an olive pit, and she had not been asked to attend a funeral. She took a
cab to the bank, went straight up to the teller and withdrew some money. She then
took a cab to Michigan A venue, did some shopping, met some acquaintances, had a
little lunch at the Pump Room and took a cab home. Luckily, when she came home
her husband was asleep, so she slipped the packages into her closet, except for a red
silk dress, which she put on. Soon her husband awoke.
"Here you are at last. How was it?"
"Oh, pretty good," answered the woman.
"By the way, what was your uncle's name?" asked the man.
"Neiman Marcus," answered the woman dryly.
"Neiman Marcus," cried the man. "That name sounds unusual, yet familiar.
Is it common in your family?"
"What does it matter?" said the woman. "It's not any worse than H. and R.
Block, like your uncle.''
A little time after this the woman was again seized with a longing for the
stores. '' Again I must ask you,'' said she to the man, '' do me a favor and keep
house alone for the day. I must go a second time to attend a funeral. This time it is
my late uncle's wife. She was so stricken with grief that she drowned in her own
tears. I cannot refuse.''
"By all means, go," said the man. "By the way, what is the poor woman's
name?''
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'' I. Magnin,'' said the woman dryly, the door closing behind her.
The woman once again went to the bank, withdrew some money, went to I.
Magnin and had a field day buying things for herself. A dress here, a pair of shoes
there, another purse, another hat. She ran into another old friend and had a drink
with him up in his room at the Ritz Carlton. When she reached home, her husband
had been waiting for her in the chair.
"I have been thinking," said the man. "I am quite puzzled with your aunt's
name. What does the 'I. ' stand for, and why does she not have the same last name
as your uncle? ' '
"I do not know what the 'I. ' stands for," said the woman, admiring her new
hat in the mirror. "Magnin, ·I presume, was her maiden name. She was a very independent woman. ''
' ' Where did you get those packages?' ' asked the man.
" You ' ll never believe my luck, " said the woman, " Aunt 'I. ' and I wore the
same size. She had these clothes that she had never even worn. Isn ' t that
amazing? ''
" Neiman Marcus, I. Magnin," murmured the man, "They are such odd
names, though for some reason I think I heard them before. They never wrote
books, did they? ' '
" Not that I know of," said the woman. "And if they did , I'm sure they
weren ' t law books, maybe something more popular, like catalogs. "
Soon after , the woman began to crave again for shopping. " It seems that
tragedy comes in threes,'' said she to the man. '' Again I must attend a funeral, this
time an old and good friend of the family." But the man was not listening now, he
was too buried in his law books, so the woman just left.
"Now all is finished. One ' s mind will be easy," said she, and came home in
the evening quite sleek and comfortable.
" What was the poor soul's name this time? " the man asked at once.
" His name was Marshall Field," said the woman. " In fact , that ' s whose
clothes I've got now . Who would have thought that the hard drinking, World War
II veteran who used to bounce me on his knee was a drag queen. That ' s how he was
laid out, in drag. It was really weird, but I got to keep his clothes. We wear the
same size. At least he had good taste, didn ' t he?"
Her husband fell asleep and started snoring, and there were no funerals to attend after that. Finally the man ' s studying paid off. He passed the bar exam and was
now a certified lawyer.
" Come, my love," said he. " We will take some money out of our account and
celebrate tonight. Perhaps we ' ll take a room at the Ritz for the week-end and have
champagne and room service. ''
" It sounds so romantic," said the woman. "Of course I'll have to get a new
dress and have my hair done. " So they set out for the bank, and when they reached
it, they found out, much to their dismay , that their account totaled $22.05.
"Oh, now I know what it all meant, " cried the man. "Now I see how you
balance budgets. Those sure were expensive funerals , weren ' t they? First Neiman
Marcus, then I. Magnin , then Marshall Field ' s.''
And so the man , with his newly acquired talents, sued the woman ' s ass off.
And that is the way of divorce.
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SKIPPING ROCKS
Rosalind Baker

On the beach there are plenty of things to do: swim, surf, splash , but the most
challenging beach activity is skipping rocks.
"Are you kidding?" you might ask. No, I'm not. Skipping a rock properly is
not as easy as some folks think. I have seen many a nigger trying to skip a rock.
They will toss the rock into the water, not paying any attention to the tide, or
they'll throw it, or the rot:k will skip twice. Two skips?
These persons are only making fools of themselves. A rock that skips twice is
not considered genuine rock skipping. There is one and only one way to skip a rock
correctly. A properly skipped rock will skip at least five times.
To skip a rock properly you must grip the rock correctly. The correct holding
position for a rock is to clamp the rock between the bent index finger and the
thumb. The rock should rest comfortably in the well of the area between the index
finger and thumb.
The rock itself is also very important. Let ' s face it: without the rock, what can
you do? The rock most suited for skipping will be flat and smooth. Flat, smooth
rocks are not in abundance, so you must LOOK for one thoroughly .
After finding a flat smooth rock, hold it in your hand as if you were ready to
skip it. You're not ready yet; you're just pretending. Raise your arm up sideways
and bring it back behind you. Shake your wrist. Wrist action is very important
when skipping a rock. A stiff wrist will never do.
Study the water. Notice the tide? That ' s it. Going in and out. Now you must
have a sense of timing. If you have a lousy sense of timing , trying to skip a rock is a
waste of your time. I advise you to stick to splashing. All of you coordinated people
time the flow of the tide. The rock should be thrown when the tide is about to descend.
Throwing the rock is also a task, so much so that I will not call it throwing. I
will refer to it as releasing. To release the rock properly one must line up the rock
with the surface of the water. The rock should be released on an angle to the water
of about seventy degrees. You should look at the water from the rock ' s point of
view. If you were a rock, how would you hit the water? Imagine your eyes exactly
where the rock is in your hand. Place your head over to where the rock is so you
can really see what the rock sees. You should now see your angle.
With yo~r angle in your head you are now ready to skip your rock. Raise your
arm up and back behind your head. Make sure you ' re holding the rock correctly.
Let's do one practice swing first. Thrust your arm forward in a swoop-like manner.
End your swing at the point of your angle. Snap your wrist (this is why you must
have loose wrists). Repeat. This time do it faster. Speed will determine whether your
rock will skip three, five , or seven times. The crucial point is now. Skip your rock. If
the rock did not skip at least four times, try again. Practice makes perfect,
remember.
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HOW TO GET FUCKED OVER
Marion Sutton

It starts with a smile. People think you're a real moron when you smile, and they
can't wait to mess over you. You can walk around frowning and they don't give it a
second thought. But smile, and they think, "What the heck are they smiling
about?" or "That guy's crazy." But FOBS don't care. FOB rhymes with sob and
is short for Fucked Over Beings. You can fuck over a FOB and they'll just smile
and say, "Thank you, come·back to see me again real soon, do ya hear?" So our
first lesson will deal with how to smile. Because it's an open invitation for people to
fuck right over you. And that's our main objective.

SMILING
Lesson I
Stand in front of a large mirror, mouth relaxed. Now think to yourself, "I have a
hundred bright, white, beautiful teeth in my face and I'm going to smile my head
off.'' The important thing here is not that you have a hundred bright, beautiful,
white teeth. In fact, I don't know anyone who has. The important thing is, the mental image will encourage you to give a big, broad, bright smile which will get you
fucked over quicker than anything else I know. It lets people "see you coming," so
to speak, and gives them the go-ahead for the grand screw.
With that teeth image in your head, very slowly pull your lips back from the
center of your face with face muscles (no hands please). Pull back intensely until the
corner of each side of your mouth is touching an earlobe and some gum is exposed.
Hold for a count of ten. Still smiling, slightly part teeth so that tongue is visible. At
the same time say the words, "Hi ... May I help you? .. .Don't mention
it ... Anytime.'' About this time, you will note a certain, marked absurdity taking
place in your countenance. In short, you will look ridiculous. Don't be alarmed.
This shows you are following instructions well, and progress is taking place. Relax.
Now repeat the whole procedure three times. You have now completed lesson one.
It will not be necessary to do any other exercises today. Go out and be nice to
somebody.

EYES
Lesson II
Now we come to one of the most important features of a FOB, the eyes. A good
FOB has large eyes. Big-eyed people have more of a catch-a-sucker-bump-his-nose
appeal. But if you don't have large eyes, don't sweat it. You can give the illusion of
having large eyes. Face the mirror. First relax eyes and then slowly, to the count of
5, endeavor to touch eyebrows with top eye lashes. Do this while looking straight
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ahead at yourself in the mirror; do not look up towards ceiling. At the very same
time, while holding eyes .in this position, and this is very important, think the word
"moo." First think it and then say it and visualize a big, sappy, brown-eyed cow
grazing in the pasture, going "mooo ... mooo." Imagine yourself as this big browneyed sappy-faced cow eating grass and going moo. Say ''moo'' aloud while holding
your eyes in a silver-dollar position for the count of 5. Relax and repeat. That will
be enough for today. Go out and be nice to somebody again.

EYES, SMILE, AND VERBAL
Lesson III

In today's lesson we will attempt to coordinate eye, smile, and verbal movements
together. Do not attempt this lesson if you have not mastered eye and smile positions, as it is necessary to get the basic characteristics mastered. The better they are
perfected, the better your chances of being fucked over.
1. Look in the mirror, face completely relaxed.
2. Think to yourself: I have 100 beautiful bright, white teeth in my face and I'm going to smile my head off.
3. Very slowly, to the count of 5, pull lips away from center of face with face
muscles only, until each corner of mouth is touching an earlobe. Be sure that
gum is exposed and teeth are separated so that tongue is slightly visible.
4. Say the words ''Hi (pause), May I help you (pause), Don't mention it (pause),
Anytime (pause), Come back again real soon, do ya hear."
5. Relax face and repeat whole procedure from the top.
6. Holding smile in the 100-teeth position and eyes in silver-dollar position, think
the word "moo." It is not necessary to say the word "moo" this time, as it is
next to impossible to say "moo" with mouth in the 100-teeth position. But I
cannot stress again the importance of getting a clear mental picture of a fat-assed
cow grazing in the middle of the pasture. Imagine yourself as this fat-assed cow
grazing in the middle of a sun-soaked pasture, content to eat grass with big,
brown, sappy eyes bea_ming innocently while some farmer just milks the hell out
of you. And all you say is "moo," which in cow language means-you guessed
it!-"Hi. Thank you. May I help you? Don't mention it. Come back again real
soon, do ya hear!''
7. Completely relax face. That will be enough for today. Tomorrow we will concentrate on our most advanced exercise: Head Bumping.

HEAD BUMPING
Lesson IV
Ever hear the expression "Catch a sucker, bump his head"? That idiom was
created especially for FOBs. Since head bumping will be something you '11 encounter
often as a FOB, I'm going to teach you an exercise made especially for toughening
up that old cranium so that you can take it. First, situate yourself in a chair in a sit-
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ting position. The chair should be six inches from the wall. There should also be a
table about six inches in front of you. Now for the next ten seconds I want you to
bang that old skull against the back of the wall as hard as you can, then relax. Now
bang the old head against the table for the next ten seconds, then relax. Now we
will alternate front head bumping and back head bumping. Hit head once against
the wall and once against the table. Wall, table, wall, table, wall, table. That's it:
bang, bang ... bang,bang ... bang,bang. Got the beat? Do not exceed ten seconds. If so,
this exercise could prove fatal, and a dead FOB is good to nobody. Remember, our
whole purpose is to be nice. Alright, FOBs, that's enough for today. Tomorrow we
enter the last stretch: Mental Aptitute Training.
MENTAL APTITUDE TRAINING
Lesson V
In this lesson there will be no physical exercise. We will deal exclusively in training
the mind to raise it to the aptitude of a FOB' s IQ. Fill out the following questionnaire:
1. A co-worker who has been polishing her nails, talking and primping all day, suddenly realizes she only has a couple of hours left and needs help. She approaches
you with a pleading look. You say:
A. Hell, no!
B. Lie and say you would be happy to help but have some catching up of your
own to do.
C. With a 100-teeth smile and silver-dollar eyes, ask, "May I help you?"
If you did not answer C, it will not be necessary for you to go to next question.
2. You answered question C, which was "May I help you?" The co-worker gave
you so much work you had to spend the night at the office. She left on break and
never came back to the office, but called to tell you she fainted on her way to get
coffee and had to be rushed to the hospital. In the background you could hear
disco music, and someone asked for a Harvey Wallbanger. But the co-worker
assured you this was the TV in the emergency room. It is now the next morning.
You are unfresh in yesterday's clothes. Your breath stinks because you hadn't
planned to spend the night and didn't have your toothbrush. That same coworker appears at your desk. She is well-groomed in a black Pierre Cardin suit
with a white silk blouse. You look up at her with bloodshot eyes and catch a
whiff of her freshly shampooed hair bouncing on her shoulders. She thanks you
for helping her yesterday and hands you a folder of more work to be done. You:
A. Scream. "Go to hell!" and knock the papers out of her hand, grab her by
the neck of the silk blouse, tear it to shreds, and sock her to the floor. The
whole office has to get you off of her.
B. Count slowly to ten, look up at her, and, blowing as much bad breath her
way as possible, say you are busy now and will be busy at all times in the
future.
C. Give a silver-dollar eye, 100-teeth smile, take the folder and say, "Hi .. .Don' t
mention it...Anytime!"
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If you answered C to the above question, continue to the next question. If you
did not answer C, it will not be necessary for you to complete this questionnaire.
3. It is Monday of the following week. Your co-worker gave you so much work to
do you had to spend the weekend at the office. You eyes are bloodshot. Your hair
is standing over your head. Your breath is atrocious. That morning she doesn't
bother to come in, but sends you some work by messenger service and informs
her boss that you will be glad to do it. The messenger boy is standing at the front
·
of your desk now. You:
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you ' re going to get life or ten years.
B. Tell the messenger boy that you would be glad to do the work if you were
sitting at your desk, but you 're not really sitting at your desk, and the person he sees and hears sitting there is only a figment of his imagination.
C. Give a silver-dollar eye, 100-teeth smile and say, ''Hi...May I help
you .. .Don' t mention it.. .Anytime ... Come back again real soon, do you
hear!"
This concludes our questionnaire. All persons who have made it this far can
consider themselves now officially FOBs.
The moral to this is that FOBs never learn. This is what distinguishes a FOB from
your everyday run-of-the-mill nice person.
So good luck, FOBs. With that smile, those eyes, and that mental attitude,
you' re going to be a great success.
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LET'S GIVE BABIES DRUGS
Paula G. Trent

See Junior over there, aisle three? Yeah, he's the two year old in the blue and red
Winnie the Pooh coordinate suit staring down that pyramid of canned peas. He's
wondering if he can snatch out the center can without the others falling. He's thinking about the time he saw Uncle Jake snatch the tablecloth from under the dinner
setting while the setting remained on the table. Oh hell, here it comes.
Here comes the stockbO)'. The scene flashes a message to his brain; his brain
translates the message to his heart; his heart is pumping blood profusely to his legs.
He's running up the aisle full speed with his white apron flapping behind him, the
heels of his shoes thudding into the hard wax of the supermarket floor. He's trying
to prevent the scene about to occur: he knows he'll have to clean it up.
He's only two feet away. There's a chance he can stop the disaster ahead.
Where's Mother?
She's in the next aisle, battling that gray-haired lady for the last package of
crisp, green broccoli. It's a classic battle. The ol' bitch doesn't even like broccoli.
Her only reason for the battle is that her hand touched the pack first reaching for
the lettuce. It's how she gets her jollies, and there's Mom battling for the benefit of
her hard-working bread-winner and the little bastard in the next aisle. She wants
them to have a properly balanced and appetizing meal. She can only concentrate on
one action at a time. She hears the stockboy's exclamation, "Oooooh, shit!"
The center can is sliding out. Look at the little jerk standing there, watching
that avalanche of cans rushing down, as that spinning can on the left comes so close
to giving him just what he deserves: It's too bad it missed. Damn, those cans sure
are loud. That got his mother's attention. "Biiilly," she screams, as her head jerks
in the direction of aisle three. She rushes over, snatches him by the hand, makes the
necessary apologies, and picks up a few cans until the stock boy, weakened by defeat,
says, "That's okay, ma 'am. I'll do it."
The smirk on the kid's face would make the Marquis DeSade uncomfortable.
The drool of elation is streaming down the left corner of his mouth; it passes his
chin and dangles from the Pooh logo. Poor Mom.
The scene just described wouldn't have happened if Johnnie had been sedated
before leaving the house. Just one of Mommie's five-gram Valiums would have
done the trick. This is just one of the many reasons kiddies should be given drugs.
I hear all you double-standard, baby-babbling hypocrites. I hear you shrieking
collectively, "I'm appalled! My God, she's sick!" I know who you are. You're the
ones that ''kitchie, kitchie coo'' into some poor infant's face until he begins to give
you his point of view, then you hand him to his owner or keeper.
Hell no, I'm not sick. I'm speaking up for my pint-sized buddies. You've stood
between them and pleasure long enough. You have used the pleasure principle the
same way drugs are used to alter, and to retain and maintain control of the little
tykes.
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Mothers, how many times have you stuffed a bottle into Johnnie's mouth to
pacify him when you couldn't determine why he was yelling his guts out? You
wanted to hear Nina, of '' All My Children,'' confess never-ending love to Cliff
Warner after their turbulent separation. It was the quickest, most effective way to
shut him up until you'd heard the smacking of lips coming from the screen.
This standard practice of shoving food into the kid satisfies his unknown desire
but leads the kid down the road to a cholesterol-laden heart. That's right. In these
early stages of development, you have ruined the child's natural shut-off
mechanism, and food becomes the answer to most of his discomforts. That's how fat
kids are made, but fat babies are cute, aren't they? When puberty strikes, they catch
hell, and it's all your fault.
How many times have you held his chocolate pudding ransom in lieu of his
eating those icky vegetables you wouldn't be eating if someone hadn't done the
same thing to you? Of all the many varieties of veggies in the world, he has to eat
the ones he doesn't like. This is nothing more than Mother's own little power trip
in action.
How many times have you inflicted tiny spurts of pain to alter his behavior?
with "Spare the rod and spoil the child," manipulation is manipulation
hell
To
however it takes place. Psychologically, physically, or chemically, it's all manipulation. I say, let's use drugs. At least they're an open, honest and effective method of
manipulation.
Mothers, there are many advantages to giving Johnnie drugs. Let's take the
diaper/Pamper problem. You know how it seems the little tyke shits in his diapers
when you're most hurried, when you're arguing with the repairman, pulling his
siblings apart, or cleaning up Johnnie's latest mess. The siren goes off in its loudest
pitch. It's continuous and aggravates the problem. You love Johnnie, but at that
moment you just wish he'd shut the fuck up, at least until the task is done.
· Well, with one lude (Qualude to you novices or squares), Johnnie will merely
sit there and trip off of the ooziness of the squishy pack in his diaper as it moves
around his ass and privates. This will occupy him for about two hours. You can
have Daddy's meal on the table when the key turns the lock of the front door, or
finish that juicy item over the phone about the new slut on the block.
Downers are not the only drugs that hold advantages for parents. Oh no,
there's more. If the kid is a finicky eater, blow a couple clouds of grass (marijuana
for squares) up the tyke's nostrils. He'll go through Gerber's complete line, even
the stuff he spits back at you.
If Johnnie is overweight, and you can't get him to stop sucking up everything
in sight, give him a couple of reds. You'll see a slim, new kid in no time, but be
careful. As soon as you notice a sufficient weight loss, start the kid on withdrawal.
You don't want him speeding away to nothing.
For the times the little bastard gets bored with everything you put before him
(toys, T.V., etc.), drop some purple microdot into his Similac. Microdots provide inward entertainment for days. It's economic, too. Because of the flashbacks, you '11
only have to give it to him every two months. Remember to pad the crib. Some of
the little brats tend to fulfill their masochistic desires while on the stuff.
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These are just some of the ways drugs and babies can be combined. Pick a
drug. Be creative. If you are one of those people who lack imagination and creativity
is not your style, send away for my booklet, The Creative Matching of Babies and
Drugs. Just send you name, address, and one pound of Hawaiian or Columbian
marijuana to: Paula G. Trent, P.O. Box 101657.
Let's stop being hypocrites who cover our real motives with fake and phony
pseudo-protectiveness. Let's alter and control behavior openly and directly. With
drugs, the kid doesn't become caught in the psychological web of having to differentiate a thousand motives and emotions that cause, or are caused by, one single act.
Give the kids a break. Let's be honest with them. Let 'em have drrrrrruuuuuggs!
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OLD PEOPLE'S HOME
Karen Rupkey

I stood at the nurses station and read charts of some of the old people's lives. Rose
Duncan, 6 7 years old. She lived in Wisconsin all her life, and a year and a half ago
her son put her in this home. She has cancer and the chart says that she's only expected to live for maybe two more months.
I was never assigned to her room, but I wanted to go in there to talk to her.
First I walked past the rooni and looked in, but I could only see a body under
blankets. I went back and walked in and said, "Rose?" A skinny blue-eyed face
peered out of the blankets. "Hi," I said, "I'm a nurse's aide, I'm new here, and I
just came in here to meet you."
She stared at me for a few seconds and then said, ''Will you get me some more
water?" I took the blue plastic pitcher off her night table and went into the
bathroom. On the floor in the bathroom there were three bedpans stacked on top of
each other and pushed under the sink in a corner. I came out with the water and
filled a cup for her. She pulled her arm out from under the blankets, and it was the
skinniest arm I've ever seen.
She held her hand out, it shook a little, and she said, "Where's my straw?"
I found her straw on the floor and said, '' Just a minute, Rose, I'll get you
another one.'' Her arm collapsed to her side and she gave a great big sigh. I walked
out of the room holding my arm, feeling the thickness of it. I came back with a
straw, the kind that you can bend and stretch. "OK, Rose, here's a new straw."
She was completely under the blankets again, and she pulled her head and arm
out when she heard me. ''Will you help me up a little?'' she said.
"Sure will," I said, and I put my arm under the back of her neck and lifted her
shoulder with my other hand. I tried to keep a friendly expression on my face, but
when I felt the bones of her shoulder and neck , I felt instant sorrow and it showed
on my face.
She took small sips through the straw and sighed between each one. Then she
held the cup away from her, so I figured she was finished, but when I reached to
take it from her she said, "Wait, wait, wait." I looked into the cup and it was still
pretty much full. My arm was getting shaky from holding her in that position. She
was taking so long and I was supposed to be in other rooms, ones I was assigned to.
She took a sip and turned to me, and I felt her neck bones as if she had no skin.
"I have to make," she said.
"OK, I'll get your bedpan," I said.
"No," she said, "I can get up if you help me."
"Oh, OK." So I pulled the blankets down and tried not to stare. She had
diapers on. Real diapers, with pins and all.
"Hurry," she said, "it's cold in here." Actually it wa~ very warm but she
was nothing but bones. She said she needed more blankets but they wouldn't give
her any more. She already had six, and I told her I'd try to find another one.
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I undid her diaper and helped her to sit on the side of the bed. She moaned a lot
of oohs and ahs. I asked her if it would be easier if I just picked her up. She couldn't
weigh more than 70 pounds. "No," she said, "I can walk if you help me."
The skin on her butt stretched as she slid off the mattress. I held her under the
elbows and she held onto my arms. When she stood up, her sleeveless gown fell in
ripples to her knees. "Oh, oh, oh," she moaned. Her back was hunched over and
her knees stayed bent. She took a small step and said that I wasn ' t helping much. I
said, " What should I do?" She put her arms around my neck and laid her head on
my shoulder. I wanted to cry, but I just held her waist as if we were dancing. I
walked backwards in small slow steps and guided her to the john.
Each room has one bathroom in it, and luckily Rose's bed was the closest to it.
I had to help her onto the toilet. She couldn't sit directly on it because she would
fall thru the rim.
Her roommate rolled in and stopped at the bathroom door and stared at me.
Her wheelchair blocked the way, and I had to ask her if she would please move. She
didn ' t say anything , but rolled over to the window and stared out it.
Rose looked weak. Her steps back to the bed were even slower than before. She
said she was freezing. Meanwhile, I was dripping with sweat. When I finally got her
back onto the bed, I had to put the diapers back on. It felt so strange to do that. I
asked her why she wore it, and she said that a nurse gave her iron pills and
sometimes it feels like something is coming out but nothing ever does. I put the six
blankets back over her and she thanked me twice, saying that I was a nice girl.
I went back to the nurses station and the head nurse asked me where I'd been
for the past 25 minutes. I told her and she scolded me for attending to an unassigned room.
The dinner trays were brought up from the kitchen on three tall metal carts. Each
tray had a small card with a name and room number on it. Five nurse ' s aides
gathered around and separated the trays. They moved quickly, and I just stood and
watched because I was still new here. One of the aides handed me a tray and said to
take it to room 21 4-B. I stood there looking at the tray and then I finally asked,
' ' What is this? ''
" Carrots, pork, peas, and applesauce," she answered without even looking.
" How come it looks like this?" I asked in all sincerity.
She looked at me like I was a dumb shit and said, "It' s pureed. Some of the patients can ' t chew or digest well, so they get pureed food. Now take that tray to
21 4-B. It ' s for Ed- you have to spoon-feed him.''
" What does .he do? " I asked.
By this time she figured out that I'd never spoon-fed anyone before, and she
smiled and said, " He does nothing , he just lies there, his arms are paralyzed."
I didn ' t know if she was serious or not. God , I hoped not. Then she filled a
styrofoam cup with milk and set it carelessly on the tray. Some splashed out and
landed on the applesauce. I stood there staring at it until she said, ' ' Go on, 214-B. ''
I walked slowly and nervously down the hall, weaving in and out of urine puddles. A Mexican boy was at the other end mopping the floor , and when I passed
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him he winked. I had a terrified look on my face, and he probably thought it was
because of him. 214-B came very fast. I walked in without hesitating. The "B"
following the 214 is a bed code. "A" beds are the closest to the windows, "B"
beds are in the middle, and "C" beds are the first beds you see when you walk into
the room. In the "C" bed there was this big huge fat man. He didn't look very old
at all. His hair was only slightly grey, and his skin looked smoothed and fresh.
"Hi, there," I said in a very friendly way. He looked at me and belched. It was
so loud that I shook a little, and more milk splashed out onto the applesauce.
I went over to the middle bed and set the tray on the bedside stand. These
stands are long thin tables on wheels, and one side is open so that you can swing it
over the bed if the patient wants to eat that way.
Ed was asleep. I looked first at his arms, but I couldn't tell if they were
paralyzed or not. They looked kinda puffy and soft, like they hadn't been used in a
while. I called Ed's name. It came out loud and short, "Ed?" He immediately
opened his eyes.
I said, "Hi, how are you today, Ed?" He just blinked a few times and grunted.
"It's dinnertime. Are you hungry?"
He grunted again. I told him I was going to raise his head up, and then I went
to the foot of the bed and began to crank a handle which made the front of the bed
rise. His body was turned on the side and he was curled up in the fetal position.
Before I finished raising the bed, I turned him over onto his back and placed his
heavy lifeless arms by his side.
One rule that the head nurse keeps on stressing to me is that before I do
anything to a patient I must tell him or her what it is that I'm gonna do. And I
must say the patient's name as much as possible, because some of the people are
confused and need to be reminded who they are. For instance, I said to Ed, "Ed,
I'm going to roll you over onto your back so that you can eat better." This rule applies doubly for me since I am new here. The head nurse says there's a chance that
a patient could freak out if a stranger walked in and started rolling him around.
So next I told Ed what's for dinner. I said it just like that other aide said it to
me, ''Carrots, pork, peas and applesauce.''
"Yuk," he mumbled, "they just had that last night."
I was surprised to hear him say something. It kinda set me at ease to know he
could comprehend.
The man in the ''A'' bed was watching TV and it was on very loud, so I
kindly asked him to turn it down. He looked at me, cupped his hand behind his ear
and said, "WHAT?" I just smiled and motioned him to forget it.
I dipped the spoon into the pureed pork and brought it towards Ed's mouth.
He turned his head like a child would and said, "Get my towel first." He seemed
annoyed th3t I didn't already know that. So I explained to him that I was new here
and it would take time to get to know individual preferences.
He just nodded his head and told me where his towel is kept and how he liked
it laid out under his chin across his chest. After I did all that, I brought the spoonful

of pork back up to his mouth. He turned his head once more and said, "Give me
the applesauce first.''
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I clanked the spoon against the tray to get off all the pork so it wouldn't interfere with the taste of the applesauce. I scooped up some applesauce and turned
towards Ed. His eyes were closed so I said, "OK, Ed, here ' s the applesauce." He
opened his mouth and left his eyes shut. I tilted the spoon and let the applesauce
drip into his mouth. He smacked his lips together, opened his eyes, and barked out,
"Don' t do that!! "
"Don ' t do what? " I asked. He said I should put the spoon in his mouth and
not let it just drip off.
The man in the " C" bed belched again, just as loud as before, and Ed looked
at him, then me, and said, "He's such a pig. " I had to laugh and so did Ed, and the
man in the " C" bed turned·and gave us such a disgusting look.
Ed opened his mouth again, and this time I put the spoon inside his mouth far
enough so that he could close his lips around the entire thing. When I pulled the
spoon out, streaks of saliva stretched from his mouth to the spoon and then snapped
away. The rest of the meal went along a lot easier, but terribly slow. I heard a
nurse 's aide in a room across the hall picking up trays, and that meant that most
everyone else was finished eating. Fifteen minutes later I walked out of Ed's room
with his empty tray.
When I got to the front desk, the head nurse asked me where I'd been for the
past hour. I told her I was spoon-feeding Ed. She asked me if I ever spoon-fed
anyone before. I told her no. She said it should only take ten minutes, and that I
shouldn ' t wait so long in between spoonfuls. I said, "Well, I had to give him time
to swallow. " She said, " Pureed food is easy to swallow, no matter how much you
have in your mouth at once.' ' Then she ordered me to follow around one of the
aides and watch how they put people to bed.
When I first got the job, I was told to prepare myself to witness death. They only
told me that once, never really stressing anything more about it. I didn ' t really
think of it much after that, until one day I walked into a room and it reeked of shit.
I mean more so than any other time I had to deal with the stuff. I had to walk out
right away and catch some air in the hallway. While I was out there , another aide
happened to be walking by. I asked her if she'd give me a hand in there and that it
looks like a biggy. She said sure and she walked into the room before me. I knew
she would turn around and come out just as I did , only she was much more
dramatic. She had one hand on her stomach and the other over her mouth. Her
eyes were all watery, and she ran all bent over out of the room and down the hall. I
was terrified just from the look on her face. I grabbed about five towels from the
laundry cart, held one over my nose and mouth and bravely walked back into the
room. The first thing I saw looked almost unreal. There was a man covered from
head to toe with poop. He was totally smothered in it. It ' s wasn ' t funn y, but yet it
was. It would of been funnier if the man under all the shit was still alive. God , I
couldn ' t believe it. His name was Matthew , and I must of said it 8 times before I
realized something wasn ' t right with him. He just laid there, and the shit was
smeared all over the walls and bed. By this time, the aide that ran out had rounded
up all the other aides, and they stood at the door covering their faces with towels. I
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ran out in shock and went straight for the john. I got sick and cried and they told
me to take the rest of the day off.
I found a green terry cloth slipper on the floor. It was all matted and worn out, it
was dirty and shapeless like either foot wore it. When I picked it up, it folded limply
over and part of it was wet. No doubt it was urine. I stood there thinking of how
much the slipper reminded me of all these old people and the empty atmosphere I
found it in. I upped and down the hallways, searching for a belonger to the slipper. I
glanced in rooms on my right and left. Those quick looks are the ones that stay
with you. One woman was turned on her side with her back-end facing me, and her
gown was open in the back, which revealed a nasty mess. Or a quick glance at a
nose picker. This one woman walks around pickin' her nose all day long. I swear ,
her nostrils are the size of nickles. You'd think that after a certain amount of
pickin' you'd get it all out. But not this woman. She'll have two fingers up one
nostril and stare at you as if you're the one pickin' your nose. It's kinda funny. One
of the aides nicknamed her Buggers, and she loves it.
All you gotta do is walk one hallway and you got 20 million voices calling
NUR-URSE ... NUR-URSE. You have to avoid the calls when they come from rooms
you' re not assigned to. I mean, someone could be dying and instead of going in to
see if you can help, you have to run all the way back to the head nurse and report it
to her. Then she'll look at the chart to see who is assigned to that particular room.
By this time the person's probably dead, if not helpless. But there are r~asons for
everything. Supposedly, if this were a real situation and I went into an unassigned
room and the patient actually died while I was in there, I could get into heavy
trouble from relatives of the patient. I mean, if they wanted to be jerks they could
press some sort of charge against me. I think, though, that if the situation were actual, I'd risk the possibility and go in there to see what I could do. Not to sound like
a hero or anything. Anyway, after peering into all the rooms I found the other slipper. It was connected to an old man. He sat slumped over in his wheelchair, with
his hands crossed on his lap. I walked up to him and put my hand on his shoulder.
He must have been sleeping or something, because he jumped a bit when I touched
him. His upper lip was caved in, and when he smiled I could see that he didn't have
his false teeth in. I saw that his name was Rudy. It was written on the back of his
wheelchair in black marker.
With one hand on his shoulder, I presented the slipper to him and said, "Rudy,
I found this slipper in the hall, and it looks like it could be yours.'' He brightened
the expression on his face and managed to say "Ohhhhhh, yesh." He was so
delighted with the sight of his slipper that he reached into the pocket of his robe and
pulled out a set of upper teeth. Then, with expertise, he shoved the false teeth into
his mouth. After testing the placement of his jaws, he said over and over, "Thank
you, thank you very much, oohhh, thank you, thank you!''
I didn't want to tie her wrists to the wheelchair. It just didn't seem right. After I
finally got her to like and trust me, they make me tie her down like a mad dog. She

Freshman Writing and English Usage/ 2 3 9

never meant to harm anyone. Only I knew what really happened, and that wasn't
good enough. I tried to explain to them that I was asking her how big her farm was.
And being that she can ' t speak, she described the size of her farm with her arms
and hands. She exaggerated a bit with her gestures and knocked the glasses off
another lady sitting beside her, also in a wheelchair. The other woman got terribly
upset, and they started fighting , slapping each other anywhere they could reach. It
caused such a commotion, and when the head nurse walked up, it looked like the
one woman was doing it all. So the head nurse ordered me to put restraints on her
wrists. I couldn ' t do it, being that she couldn't speak. It would have been like putting tape over someone ' s mouth. So another aide had to fulfill the head nurse's
shitty order, and I was told to' go home and never come back.
She has nylons on, the old-fashioned kind that go up to her thighs and then button
onto an elastic band around her waist. I have to remove them. God, they ' re so tight.
Her legs are large and mooshy like a half-filled water balloon, and they wobble and
shake when she moves. She orders me to be careful so I don ' t run the nylon, and
then she goes on and on about the 50 million pairs of nylons she ' s ruined from
ridged fingernails. I slide down one of the nylons and watch the color return to her
skin. All the while I'm thinking of why a woman 80 years old would want to torture herself with these female gadgets. Her hair is smashed under an awful-looking
wig. She fusses with it, tucking with two fingers the fuzzy grey hair that escapes
from the sides. Her feet are dry, scaly, and her big toe curves inward, overlapping
the others. The toenails are rippled and filled with colors of yellows, blues, greens,
and black. I don ' t like to look at old people's feet , ever since this one lady said,
" My toes are curled, I'm ready to die. " Her toes were curled, and she did die, two
weeks later. It blew me away and I shall never forget it. So I peeled off the other
nylon. This leg is even uglier. Thick blue veins bulge out around her ankle, and it
all looks swollen. I get the jitters when I slide the nylon over her heel and it catches
on dry skin and makes a snap sound. She gets upset and takes the nylon from me.
Then she slides the whole thing over her arm with the fingers of her hand spread
out like a fan , and she checks the entire thing for a run. I can see already there 's no
run , but she keeps on looking. Meanwhile, I go to the closet and get her slippers.
From a back view I can see her. She's got the nylon pinched between two fingers
with her arm extending out and to the side, like a Prima Donna, and the nylon
hangs there rumpled and stretched out. I walk towards her with my hand out, ready
to take the nylon, figuring that ' s why she ' s got it out like that. Just as I am about
to take it, she unpinches her fingers and the nylon floats to the floor.
My feet were aching, the new white shoes I had on were scraping against my heels,
and I had blisters upon blisters. I was tired and I didn ' t want to be here. The urine
odor was finally getting to me. I was sick of shoving bedpans under wilted asses, and
I was tired of changing bedsheets 2 and 3 times for one patient. For some reason I
felt no sympathy. It seemed like they would just shit and piss wherever they pleased,
not even caring. Well, I didn ' t care either at this point. I knew damn well that
Lillian could sit on a toilet, and to see piss dripping down her wheelchair into a nice
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long yellow river on the floor made me really upset. I swung her wheelchair around
and pulled her a few feet from the piss. I said, "Lillian, what's with you, you never
did that before?'' I pointed to the puddle, lines of piss extended from the wheels of
her chair as if she were still connected to it. She looked like a child with her head
bowed down, and the ha-ha grin on her face made me think she did it on purpose.
Today must have been piss on the floor day, because every hallway had at least
three puddles, some already half-dried and some rolled thru by wheelchairs or
walked thru and spread every which way. I saw the Mexican boy down at one end
of the hall with a mop. He saw me standing there leaning on one leg with my hands
on my hips. He just shrugged his shoulders and shook his head from side to side.
I went to the nurse's bath'room and washed my hands, something I do maybe
fifty times a day when I'm there, and I'd do it more if I had the time.
The head nurse called all the aides to the front desk. Then she assigned rooms
to us. By now I've been working there long enough to be on my own, but she still
gave me easy rooms. For the past week she had assigned me to the "easy rooms,"
which are 216 and 226. I didn't see anything easy about it at all. One woman was in
isolation. She had an infected bed sore that had to be cut out. It left her with a
3-inch crater on her ass. She just lay there on a waterbed, with tubes coming out of
everywhere. Every hour I had to go in there and turn her over onto another side.
She was fat and heavy and she melted into the waterbed which made it almost impossible to budge her. Sometimes I'd need help turning her; sometimes I'd get help
anyway just because of the way she stared at me while I'd be lifting her with all my
might. Her room was dark and moldy. Whenever I walked in there I could still hear
one of the aides telling me how the room was totally infested with germs. I never
wanted to breathe, but that was unavoidable.
Wheelchairs get cleaned during the llpm-7am night shift, so the shift before that
has to make sure all the wheelchairs are out in the hall and folded up. When
everyone's finally in bed we weave in and out of rooms, making sure all the chairs
are out. To fold them is easy. You just lift the plastic seat and the chair sorta folds
itself, but to keep them folded it takes pure balance. So we lean them up against the
walls in the hallway. They take up every bit of wall space plus more, so sometimes
you have to double them up.
One night after all the chairs were out, and everything was pretty much under
control, me and this other aide, Vicki, went back to the front desk and noticed that
all the other aides were just sittin' around. It must have been 9:00, because every
night at 9:00 someone would go down to the basement to the cafeteria and bring
back about 4 cans .of pop, for whoever ordered what. Then they sit and drink and
smoke cigarettes and talk about soap operas. It seems as soon as the cans of pop
come, everyone thinks it's party time. They'll just plop their feet up and act like
they're at someone's house, but it's not until the pop comes up. It happens every
night, and me and Vicki always sit in these padded chairs by the pay phones and
comment on anything from the structure of this building to the structure of a
wheelchair. Sometimes we would listen, just for fun, to the other aides talking about
the soaps. They way they get into the lives of the soap opera people, you'd think
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they were all related.
One night, Vicki and I were talking about wheelchairs, and she asked me if I'd
ever ridden in one. I told her no, because I never have. Just once, though, at a
Christmas party years ago when I was 7, I sat in one for a few minutes when they
were helping Aunt Estelle onto the toilet. I remember all my fat aunts and grandmothers were crammed into our tiny bathroom to help Aunt Estelle. At one point I
remember a laughing commotion, and later I overhead my other aunt telling
someone that Estelle was extremely drunk and she was so numb that she couldn't
feel the pee, and when they asked her if she was finished she said she was, so they
began to lift her from the toilet to her wheelchair, and after it was too late they
discovered that she was still peeing.
Vicki thought it was pretty funny, because she was comparing my Aunt Estelle
to her Aunt Lorraine, and thought about the time her Aunt peed in her pants at a
similar family gathering. I asked Vicki if she ever rode in a wheelchair, and she said
no, that she's never even sat in one.
At that we both looked at each other and knew we had the same idea. But how
to go about getting two wheelchairs and riding them was something we had to think
about. Our eyes were kinda resting on the folded-up chairs, thinking of a way, and
at the same time we started whispering our plans to each other. We were kinda worried about what the other aides might think, but it was clear that they were totally
involved in Jessica and the soaps. We got up and started walking down the hallway
towards the linen closet, so that if anyone noticed us, that's where we were going.
At the very end of the hall, there's a dining hall, and all the furniture in there gets
pushed to one wall at night so the Mexican boy can mop in the morning. When we
got to the end of the hall, Vicki turned around to see if anyone was watching. No
one was, so we quickly grabbed two wheelchairs from the wall and dragged them
into the dining hall without unfolding them first. We backed them into the doorway, giggling like children and trying not to make too much noise. It was dark in
the room. The only light that came in was from the windows. The street lights and
the stop lights fused in and kept turning the room red , green, and yellow, in that
order. So there we were, rolling around the room, laughing hysterically at the looks
of each other. Vicki was making sound effects like a motor with her lips, and I was
rolling backwards, yelling for her to try it.

No one ever paid attention to Thelma, and that's probably why I did. She ' s got an
attitude about people. In general, she hates them.
This one afternoon , when we were passing out lunch trays, I noticed that
Thelma's tray w·as left on the cart. I asked one of the aides why it was still there,
and she just shrugged her shoulders and gave me a look like, "Who cares?" I
quickly slid the tray from the rack, filled a styrofoam cup with milk, and headed
towards Thelma ' s room.
When I get there the first thing I see is Thelma's roommate. She is sitting
there picking out the carrots from the mixed vegetables with a toothpick. Stabbing
at them and then sliding them , with two fingers, into a neat little pile next to the
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mashed potatoes. The room is dark, because the curtains are closed except for a slit.
Thelma is sitting in her wheelchair humming or chanting, and it blends in with the
sound of the air conditioner. It's not a meditative "Ommmmm" sound. It's more
annoying, like the sound of a dial tone. I interrupted her by asking her if she was
hungry. She totally ignored me. "Thelma, lunch today is mixed vegetables, mashed
potatoes, and pork.'' I pointed to each section of the tray while I talked. Still, she ignored me, and her dial tone hum became more aggressive, like a busy signal. I just
put the tray on her bed table near her, so all she had to do was roll a couple of feet.
"There's your dinner if you want it," I said. She still ignored me. Her eyes were
set in one place, and she just kept on humming that blasted noise. When I looked
closer at her, I noticed a lime-gteen goop hanging out of her eyes, looming from her
tear ducts. It looked solid, like it had been there for a while. I heard my name being
called over the intercom. I couldn't figure out whose voice it was. It didn't sound
familiar. I started to go out of the room, and when I got to the door I turned around
and saw Thelma looking at me as if looks could kill. God, I never saw such a look
before from anyone.
Most of the trays had already been passed out and collected by the time I got
back to the nurses station. "Who called my name?" I asked to all the nurses and
aides. "I don't know," someone said, "I didn't hear your name called." They all
shook their heads like they had no idea what I was talking about. '' Just a few
minutes ago, someone said, 'Chris, come to the front desk, Chris.' Did any of you
hear it?" Again they shook their heads and then they continued to do what they
were doing before I walked up. I was so confused, I had to talk to someone, so I
started to look for Vicki. Vicki was my favorite person there. She always listened
and helped me with some of the problems that go on here.
I found her in the bathroom giving Lena a bath. It was hot and steamy in there,
and I was sweating while trying to explain to her what had just happened. At first
she kept washing Lena while I talked, but once I mentioned Thelma's name, she
stopped washing and looked at me straight in the eyes. She told me to stay away
from Thelma, because rumor has it she's a witch. I wiped the sweat off my face and
felt it turn white. I saw an instant replay of Thelma's face flash in my mind, and I
felt a little faint, so Vicki got a washcloth and ran it under cold water. Lena just sat
there in the tub complaining that it was too cold, so Vicki turned on more hot
water, and I had to leave.
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READ ZONE
Judith Cheske

Today I went with Jenny and Bill to pick up the patients at their wards. I've
avoided it for a couple weeks now. I'm not sure why, maybe because I'm afraid I'll
see something that I don ' t want to. Trying to protect myself. Read Zone is a huge
sprawling building. Everything is connected by these wide halls, tastefully decorated
in somber blues, browns and oranges. Along some of the corridor walls are huge
picture windows, but the only thing you can see through these windows are more
corridors leading to more wards. The wards have a large room in the middle with
couches and chairs arranged in a square. Off this are the doors to the patients '
bedrooms. I could only peek in through half-open doors- two beds, two chairs, and
two dressers. We were a little early , so we sat down and waited-unco mfortably sitting on the edge of the orange tweed upholstered couches. Most of the patients were
clustered around the nurses station, a glassed-in area against a wall. They were
holding their after-lunch downers in small white paper cups. A half an hour later
they'll be playing monopoly and making collages, their eyes glazed. The people
hallucinate a lot. You can tell they are, because you ' 11 be sitting across from one of
them and they ' 11 look at you like they' re watching a real interesting movie over
your shoulder , behind you. Sometimes they'll laugh and nod. They ' ll make faces;
they ' ll raise up their eyebrows, open their eyes up wide and look like somebody is
approaching them. It reminds me of being at a party or a bar , a real lively place, and
you ' re watching people having lively conversation. Some of the people are smiling
stupidly, some are smiling shyly, and some are smiling euphorically. You' re drunk
enough, or the music ' s loud enough, so that you can't hear what they ' re saying,
but you know how they ' re feeling . Well, working with these insane people is a lot
like that. They stand there and make all these faces and even mouth words, but they
never say anything. Maybe they get in trouble for talking to themselves out loud , so
they do it silently.
Whenever the patients participate in an activity, they get these round plastic chips,
one for each two-hour session, rewards for getting involved and communicat ing
with others. I wonder what they would get if I could teach one of them to beg or
roll over. With these chips they can buy cigarettes or stuff from the store. The store
is two rooms cluttered with used clothes. The hallway that connects two rooms
is filled with racks of old shoes. We take them to the store once a month; today we
went after the activity . Dr. Fox said that we have to make sure that the things they
buy fit or match. Why can ' t they just let the people buy what they want? Maybe it
would help them if they were responsible for their own decisions. They ' re treated
like little kids. And they act like little kids. One lady wanted me to try something on
for her. I wouldn ' t do it. I told her that she was a different size, so what good would
it do? She just giggled and shrugged her shoulders.
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There was one guy there that I hadn 't seen before. Just hanging around watching everybody. He looked to be in his thirties, and although his jeans and blazer
were wrinkled, he looked a hell of a lot better than the other patients. He had short
dark hair and dark, deep-set eyes. He was leaning against a doorway, smoking a
cigarette. He stared at everyone mysteriously. Slowly bringing his cigarette up to his
lips (he looked like he hadn't shaved in a couple of days), he ' d inhale deeply and
then exhale slowly-while looking at us all in a mocking way. A little grin might
come to his face , just a slight upturning of his lips, silently saying, " You fools ... "
He gave me the creeps.
Another pathetically funny day at Read Zone. These activities are getting more and
more ridiculous. What can you do with a bunch of middle-aged crazy people? Of
course. You play musical chairs. We lined up about thirty chairs back to back. Then
we marched around to the music, distributing our population so that there was one
patient, one volunteer, one patient...! felt so dumb, but I guess these patients really
look forward to our once-a-week activities. They seemed pretty happy, laughing and
going bananas when the music stopped. Some of them got pissed when they realized
that they were the only one standing up. The lady I was with today was very cheerful and happy. Happy like a puppy dog. We were sitting side by side and I brought
my legs up, and was sitting yoga-style. Then I noticed that she was attempting to do
the same thing. Only she weighed about a hundred pounds more than I do, and her
short legs just couldn ' t do it. Smiling, she tried bringing them up with her hands.
She looked like she was going to topple over head first. I immediately put my legs
down and told her it took practice.
I saw that guy with the sinister grin today. He just hangs around and smokes
cigarettes silently. Nobody goes near him. You know by his jeering look that if you
approached him he'd just laugh and walk away. This guy ' s eyes, they're like laser
beams. At the same time, they can be intensely attractive and terrifying. When he ' s
looking the other way, I stare at him , looking for something. He doesn ' t fit in with
the rest of the patients, because of his intense appearance and attitude. If he is a taut
wire, the rest of the patients are loose, tangled-up yarn.
I went to pick up the patients in their wards again today. It was like an instant
replay of the last time I went a couple weeks ago-a bunch of sloppily dressed people looking lost and dazed, crowded around the glassed-in nurses station with those
little white cups in their hands. The cups are held like a blind man holds his cane,
the hand about chest high and thrust forward , wondering where it will lead them.
As I waited for them to get organized (they looked really thrilled to see us), I
noticed a lady sitting alone on the couch in the center of the room. She was making
those faces and mouthing words. The thing that fascinates me about these one-sided
conversations is how quickly the mood changes. Nodding her head in agreement
with a generous smile, her eyes open up wide in a look of fear or disbelief, like
somebody's threatening her. I've noticed this strange and quick metamorphosis
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with other patients. It seems like the same devilish hallucinations are haunting them
all. It ' s scary to me, how they all seem to be aware of some presence that I have no
inkling of. Fear of the unknown, I guess. I suppose it scares the hell out of them ,
too.
I was thinking before about how the patients are treated like little children.
Thinking deeper on this subject, I have come to an observation. The reason I compared them to little children is their unabashed and blunt honesty , their apparent
disregard for the more pragmatic things in life, and their inability to care for
themselves (perhaps this is not an inability but a disregard also conscious or otherwise). But the thing that sets them apart from being children is their constant grappling with more complex problems. I don ' t know; it ' s a confusing thing to think
about, but maybe what they don ' t have as adults is pride. Pride is· a strange word ,
often carrying a connotation of vanity, but it ' s the only one I can think of. They ' re
like naked people, their various blemishes under the unpitying scrutiny of society. I
was trying to think about what these people have been through. Their families and
doctors must just tear them apart, dissecting every emotion that they feel , in search
of a reason . As insane people, they have no rights, legal or personal. Because they
can stare off into space for a day, because they laugh when no joke has been told ,
they are stripped of all faith in themselves and then ignored or simply pacified. They
have no credibility because they are too incredible to believe. So they just go along
and play musical chairs and keep their secrets to themselves.
The patients are getting more used to us, so they ' re acting a little different, it
seems. Most are just looser , talking more freely and getting more involved in the activities. Some, however, are getting a bit "uppity. " They plead and nag us to take
them to the cafeteria, take them to the bathroom, take them for a walk . There's no
reason they can ' t do it themselves. Maybe they just like the company. They ' re
always hitting us for cigarettes. This one guy must have smoked half my pack
before I told him to get lost. This guy was so obnoxious. His mouth was going nonstop. Strange, because you usually have to squeeze real hard to get just one word
out of these tranquilized zombies. This guy just rambled on , ''Ey! Gimme a
cigarette. " In your typical southside of Chicago tough dialect, " EH! My name is
Frankacheeny and I come from Cicero. " He must have repeated this line a least ten
times, always sayng his name as if it were one word. "My name is Frankacheeny,"
he ' d say loudly, demanding full attention, "and I know people in de mob. Hell, I'm
in de mob. I know all de big guys. I mean the BIG guys. " He ' d go on and mention
all the names and where they hung out in Cicero. It was amusing at first but after a
while he just kept on repeating himself like a scratched record. His tone was real
boastful and tough. Then when people started ignoring him , he got real strange.
Mary was his volunteer and kept on trying to persuade him to work on the collage.
But cutting out pictures in magazines was not his idea of fun. He wanted to kiss his
volunteer, so he did. He was kissing Mary's hair, her shoulders, her hands, while
Mary tried to push him away. I couldn't believe it. Everybody was just kind of ignoring it; Mary was merely shielding her face and protesting, "Frank," and trying
to walk away. I don ' t think I would have been so understanding as Mary. I seem to
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throw sympathy and compassion out the door when I walk in this place. If that
slimy turd had done the same to me, I think I would have raised my voice and I probably would have been very tempted to slug him. But I can truly understand
Mary's low-key reaction. We really don ' t know where we stand with the patients.
Sure, we can look in their files and find out what has been slapped on their
foreheads-neurotic, psychotic, manic depressive. But that doesn't help us or them.
What do you do when they go out of control? Hit them? Yell at them? Ignore
them? Or try to understand them? Oh , yes, I forgot...a couple lithiums will do the
job.
Today was a rather peaceful one at Read Zone. Perhaps the gloomy weather had an
effect. Or maybe they just started issuing stronger drugs. Our activity matched the
mood-we quietly pieced together some puzzles. There were only about five patients today with us; others were playing basketball with the other volunteers. We
had all women in our group today , which isn ' t so odd. Most of the patients we get
are women. Maybe one in four are men, and they usually pair off with the male
volunteers. I guess that's good, because people are usually more open in conversation with people of their own sex. We chit-chatted the hours away , very relaxing
and enjoyable. We talked about the stereotypical woman things-our families , our
neighborhoods, our friends and the problems we had with them. It was a very
balanced kind of conversation. None of us volunteers had a certain person to watch
over. We just all talked and listened, patients and volunteers equally. It was the first
time I felt good about being here, because of that equal feeling. We were relating to
each other as people, not as loonies and sympathetic volunteers. We were sitting
around a table, each person seemed to have a story to tell, and everyone listened attentively. The puzzles never got finished. This one lady who sat across from me was
trying to fix me up with her son. "He just loves long hair ," she ' d insist. I'd say ,
"Yeah, maybe someday ... " She wouldn't let it go that easily, though. Throughout
the whole day she would ask me my favorite things. "Oh, blue is Mark ' s favorite
color, too," she'd say. I just went along with her; sometimes you cannot argue with
mothers. I wonder how her son feels about his mother being in an institution. She
obviously loves him very much. I wonder, though, if he begrudges her for being insane or embarrassed by it. I wonder if he cares about her at all; I suppose he must.
I seem to do a lot of wondering these days.
We made chocolate chip cookies and a pizza for today's activity. They really have
nice facilities at this place. Everything is ultra-modern. We had to find someone,
however, who had keys to the silverware drawer. "Don't let the patients handle any
knives!" we were reminded. After we had a couple of.pizzas in the oven, we made a
big bowl of chocolate chip cookie dough. The patients helped dump in stuff after we
had already measured it (we don't want the loonies to ruin our cookies now, do
we?). Then we gave them each a spoon and demonstrated the proper way to place
the sticky little globs of dough.
I was with a lady that was very different from the rest of the patients. She was
actually aware of the clothes she wore. Most of the people here dress seemingly
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without any thought, wrinkled and ripped, too big or too tight. This woman
matched! She had her pink blouse tucked neatly into her purple and pink plaid
pants. A purple scarf served as a belt. Her hair was clean and pulled back
meticulously with a ribbon. No loose strands here. She had on real bright blood-red
lipstick which kind of looked ridiculous. But the lady was trying; she really did care.
Well, we were just dumping the spoonfuls of dough onto the cookie sheets. We had
no more room in the oven so there were a few sheets just lying on the table. Suddenly, Jenny's patient, a short black woman with straightened hair, stood up.
Holding her arms completely straight at her sides and clenching her fists tightly, she
began screaming. Her whole body was tightened up, even her neck and her eyes.
Wailing like a baby. Jenny, with wide eyes, stood up and in a high, soothing voice
asked, ''Doris, what's the matter?
Doris answered, crying, ''It's not my fault! It's not my fault!''
Jenny handled it very well, asking the lady calmly, "Doris, what's not your
fault?"
"It's not my fault!" Doris repeated. Everyone had stopped what they were doing and were staring at Doris and Jenny. Doris was still standing all tensed up, her
hands still in tight fists.
After a moment of silence, she cried quietly, "I have to go the bathroom."
Jenny answered slowly, "Okay, Doris, let's go to the bathroom. Don't worry,
everything's going to be alright." Jenny took her hand and walked slowly out the
door with her. Strange, when a scene like that occurs and it's over, everyone just
puts his head down and goes back to what he was doing. No commentaries, not
even a fucking gasp. Too damn scared, I guess. For about two or three minutes
nobody says anything, just an odd contrasting silence, a silence more penetrating
than that of a coyote howl on a silent night.
Spring is here even at the cold fortress of Read Zone. Alison and I thought that
planting flower and vegetable seeds would be an appropriate activity, so we brought
in soil, little green plastic pots, and seeds. We thought it would be a good activity
because it might give the patients a sense of continuity-watching seeds sprout and
caring for them until they flowered. We hoped that it would be something they
could look forward to. Maybe we thought that it would give them a sense of responsibility, that it would give them a feeling of power. They alone would decide the fate
of a certain seed. The patients seemed enthusiastic, but I wonder if their enthusiasm
was sincere. I think that all of their emotions are too fleeting, intense one moment,
nonexistent the next. I suppose they truly do try to care, to care about anything.
But in the end, after our three-hour session is over, they just drop their enthusiasm
like a stack of china dishes and walk off to their wards. I'm afraid that Alison and I
were being too optimistic. Those little green plastic dirt-filled pots will never hold
anything more.
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BOITTY AND THE CELESTIAL FUNK MACHINE
David Sikorski

The day of Booty's birth foretold his bizarre life. The smog parted over the city, a
junky howled, shotguns rang out, and a coal-black pimp in a lily-white Cadillac
drove past the apartment.
Then Booty plopped out.
His pop was the first to see him, "Damn, he's wearing a tailored white suit
and diamond-studded shades.''
"Of course I'm wearing a tailored white suit and got on diamond-studded
shades. How else am I going to strut down the street? I'm fast walkin' and smooth
talkin' and right now I've got a great big hunger down below."
"Boy, you've got nothin' but a big goddamn mouth, that's all. Now, here,
drink this milk,'' Booty's pop said, shoving a bottle in Booty's face.
"Milk!" Booty shouted. "Man, you jivin' me? I want a table full of ribs, a
gallon of Richard's Wild Irish, and for dessert a big-legged foxy chick and make it
quick.''
Booty's pop did like he asked, figuring it would teach him his urges were bigger than his physical ability, but Booty polished off those ribs, wine, and then
tackled his dessert, which he then introduced to his parents as Melvina Booty, his
future wife, saying, ''I may be a punk but I'm no monk.''
One Sunday as Booty's parents came home from church the air echoed with
electric guitar music. The lawn in front of their apartment was one big set as sisters
and brothers boogied to the golden tones that issued from the apartment. Booty's
pop got out of the car and asked the man who was now dancing on the hood, "Just
what the fuck you <loin', fool?''
"What? You got ears, don't ya? Dig those baaaad-ass tunes. I ain't heard
nothin' like that since Parliament.''
Booty's parents slowly made their way through the crowd and after boppin'
some heads made it into the apartment. Inside, they found Booty standing on the
coffee table belting out a tune like there was no tomorrow. "Tho you may grow old
and your mama cold, if you follow Booty's beat, your retirement will be complete,
with a foxy mama supplying the winter heat." Following a five minute finale that
shook the furniture and brought plaster raining down all around, Booty jumped off
the table, smashed the guitar on the window sill, threw the remains to the delighted
crowd, and declaf'.ed, ''Pop, mom, I've laid my hands on my future, to swing a
guitar and make those speakers blast out like Gabriel's horn."
"Well, if that don't beat all," his pop said. "It looks like Booty's going to be a
steel-pluckin' man.''
The years went by and Booty was the best steel-pluckin' man in the music
world.
One day a man who sold music machines stopped by the club to lay his line on
Fingers, the owner and Booty's manager.
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''The name's Dr. Funkenstein, blood, and I'm the inventor of the Celestial
Funk Machine, which can pour out Disco, Blues, Jazz and Rock twenty-four hours a
day without one break, and you get a fat sixty percent of the profits, not no pissy-ass
ten percent. ''
"That may be, but see that dude sitting over there," Fingers said, pointing to
Booty relaxing with a square. ''That's Booty who's outplayed the best, and I'll just
bet you a thousand dollars, chump, he'll blow your hunk of tin to the dump.''
"Now, I've heard of Booty," said Funkenstein, "but a man's just a man, and
no amount of coke can make him smoke like my Funk Machine, the boogier's
dream , so I'll take your bet and it's going to be one I'm sure not to regret."
Having overheard the -conversation, Booty decided to lay it on Funkenstein.
"Hey, Pukenstein," Booty yelled out, "so you don ' t think I'll last against a bunch
of your little ol' electrodes. Well, you just wait, ace, I'm goin' to blast that mutha
clear into space. Why, all the world's seen me pound the Jackson Five into the
ground and make all of them other chrome-clad fools look like stool. So before I let
any music machine steal my scene, they'll bury me in the sand with a guitar in each
hand. ''
The night of the g!'eat music duel arrived , and the city dwellers from all over
packed the club to see if Booty was really the toughest brother or just some high
talkin ' mutha.
Booty sat in one corner surrounded by his one billion watt speaker system, and
across the floor in the other sat Dr. Funkenstein next to the master switch of the
Celestial Funk Machine, its reactor bathing the hall with bright green light.
At a minute to six the lights dimmed. Booty grabbed his diamond encrusted
lucite guitar, Funkenstein the main switch, and Fingers the starting gun. Booty
looks at his engineer, saying, "Man, if one of those speakers blows, under you '11
go. "
" BANG!"
The Funk Machine shook the building as it poured out molten Disco. Booty let
loose with his deadly Memphis Blues and was leading in no time. After the first few
hours his guitar strings began to glow red hot, but this failed to faze Booty, who
played on harder than ever.
Funkenstein figured Booty would burn out by the time he got to the acid rock,
but after several Hendrix tunes that he belted out unremittingly , Funkenstein began
to sweat.
By midnight of the night-long duel, Booty was still going strong , stopping only
twice, once for a few sliders and a sip of brew, and a second time when his guitar
melted , forcing him to use the brand-new solid-gold one.
Five o' clock rolled around, and by now Booty could barely navigate, just
managing to stay up by wedging himself between two of the humongus speakers.
Fingers couldn ' t take seeing Booty in such pain, telling him, ' ' Refrain from
this game, my man, ' fore they carry you in a garbage can. ''
Booty came out of his deep concentration only long enough to say , "Before I
let any music machine steal my scene, they'll bury me in the sand with a guitar in
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each hand. So get out of my face, 'fore I splatter your butt all over this place."
Fingers walked away with tears in his eyes, fearing poor Booty's demise.
Six o'clock: "BANG!"
Fingers hit the lights and Booty hit the floor, stiff as a frozen winehead. The
Celestial Funk Machine was still blaring out, shaking at the seams, sending jets of
steam through the roof. Funkenstein, fingering the controls madly, yelled out,
"Man, this mutha's going critical, so stop lookin' and get bookin' ."
Fingers and Melvina carried Booty out through the jumble of fleeing spectators, as flames shot up around Funkenstein and his machine.
In the safety of a nearby park, they laid Booty on the soft green turf. He
awoke, mumbling, "This is·it, baby, I'm bookin' for that great crib in the sky."
Then, grabbing his ever-present guitar, Booty breathed his last.
Melvina kissed Booty and burst into tears, at which moment Dr. Funkenstein
and his Celestial Funk Machine went up in the biggest pink, green, and purple
mushroom cloud anyone in those parts ever did see.
Then a coal-black pimp in a lily-white Cadillac drove by and a grey smog
covered the morning sun.
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About Story Workshop
"I've been very impressed with some of Schultz's (Story Workshop) techniques,
and have been using them in my beginning writer's class this fall to a limited
degree- and have had the most responsive and productive dass I've ever had.
Needless to say I'll be going into it much more thoroughly next time I teach the
course .. .l'm enthusiastic...especially about the stressing of creativity over amateur
criticism.''
-Oakley Hall, Director, Prograin of Writing,
University of California, Irvine
'' Anyone who despairs of the fate of our fiction in the years to come has not read
these stories (in The Story Workshop Reader and Angels in My Oven). The best
of them promise richly, as much as any generation is bound to promise, and
deliver far more than the prophets of entropy want to admit. If we don't hear importantly from some of thtse writers during the next decade or more, it'll be
·
because the presses broke down.''
-Miller T. Williams, Poet/Teacher, Co-director,
Program in Creative Writing, University of Arkansas
"Both books (The Story Workshop Reader and Angels in My Oven) are
fascinating and impressive evidence of the success of your (Story) Workshop
methods. A sense of life, a sense of literary process being ripened and developed
quickens nearly every piece I read. These are clearly students bringing the best of
their power to bear on the writing task while those powers are being extended in a most wonderful variety of directions. The discipline rises from the
vigorous immersion of the writers with their material-as it should.''
-R.V. Cassill, Brown University,
author of Doctor Cobbs Game and The Goss Women
"It's the kind of writing that makes me stop what I'm doing, pick up the book
and set off to find a colleague to share it with.''
-Robert F. Hogan, Executive Secretary,
National Council of Teachers of English
"The Freshman English section (of f1 ) will astound anyone who has ever had to
teach or take that agonizing course.''

-Chicago Review

Hair Trigger III (1979) was first place winner in the Coordinating Council of Literary
Magazine's nation-wide College Contest.
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